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Everything Could Be So Quiet 


Los Angeles, California, May 1985 


This is never going to work, Izzy thought, watching Steven with dismay. Good drummer, but the kid had about 
a thousand pieces on that set. The rack toms, the kick pedals.. too much, all of it. Too much noise, and not the 
right sound, too much of a heavy-metal setup. He glanced at Duff, who was sitting on the sofa, long legs 
stretched out in front of him, fiddling with the tuning pegs on his Fender. They had to be on the same page, 
right? Duff hadn't hauled his ass down here to play in some Californian, head banging metal group, the same 
old shit that everyone was doing. He knew it, Izzy thought, keeping his eyes on Duff, hoping to catch his eye. 
Sure enough, Duff looked up from his bass, glanced at the set, and then at Izzy. He cracked a smile and cocked 
an eyebrow, shaking his head slightly, which made Izzy grin. Of course they were thinking the same thing. 


He watched as Steven stopped playing and Axl leaned forward in his chair in front of the guy, talking about 
songs, about what they wanted to hear next. Izzy took his chance while the noise had stopped and got up from 
the floor, leaving his guitar in the corner, and crossed the room behind Axl. Duff's eyes stayed on Izzy as he 


came towards him, and Izzy felt very self-aware as he sat down next to him. 


"Dude." Duff whispered. "This is not what | thought we were going for." 


It's not," Izzy agreed. "Steven's not bad, though." 


"No, no, not at all, he's just got too much shit," Duff murmured, plunking strings up and down the neck of his 
bass. "Izzy, we gotta get rid of some of that." 


"Yeah, | think so too." 

Izzy watched Duff as the drumming started up again. He was watching Steven and tapping his foot along with 
the backbeat, fiddling around with the bass, the corners of his mouth slightly turned up. Izzy chuckled and 
Duff glanced at him, catching his eye again. Izzy knew they were sharing thoughts. 

The drumming stopped again. 

"That sounds good man, that sounds good," Axl said. 

"Thanks," Steven answered, rotating his wrist. 

‘Ive got just one more tune to try out, it's one we wrote, | just wanna see how it fits." 

"Sure, no problem. But sorry, first, dude, | gotta piss." 


"We don't have a bathroom. We just go outside." 


Steven shrugged and set down his sticks on his snare. "I'll be back in a sec." He got up and went out the door, 


his sneakers thumping down the apartment stairs. 


"So what do you guys think?" Slash piped up, but Duff had already gotten to his feet and started walking over 
to the set. 


"He's good, but something's off, it's just not quite right," Axl said, tilting back in his chair. "Duff, what are you 


doing?" 
‘Izzy, c'mere. Hurry." 
Izzy got to his feet and went over to Duff, who had picked up one of the stands of rack toms. 


"Go open the hall closet for me and then come back and get the other one," Duff instructed, hoisting the 
drums up to his chest and hugging them against his body so they wouldn't fall. 


"Hey, what the fuck are you guys doing?" Slash asked, sounding mildly alarmed as Izzy hurried down the 
hallway and yanked open the door before slipping past Duff and getting his arms around the other set of rack 


toms. 


"Helping," Duff answered, holding the door open for Izzy as he crammed them in beside the vacuum cleaner, 


which was gathering dust. "Okay thanks Iz, now hurry and go sit back down and let's see what happens." 
"Don't worry," Axl said to Slash, who looked slightly scandalized. "You'll give them back, won't you?" 
"Sure," Izzy answered, plopping back down on the couch. "We're not tryin’ to rob the guy." 


"No, of course not. Just helping," Duff said again, sitting back down too and winking at Izzy, who felt his 
stomach jump a little. 


The door swung back open and Steven came back in. 

"Okay, sorry about that. Where were we?" 

Axl explained what it was they wanted him to play as Steven re-settled himself in front of his set, Axl not 
even cracking a smile to give them away, for which Izzy was grateful. Slash crossed his arms. Steven nodded 


at Axl and twirled his sticks again, glancing down at his kit. 


"Hey, wait, hold on. What happened to my other drums?" he exclaimed, looking around himself as if they had 


fallen and rolled away, somehow unnoticed. "Where the fuck did my drums go?" 
Izzy's shoulders shook slightly, a laugh about to bubble out of him, and Duff pressed his knee into Izzy's, 
warning him to restrain himself. This worked remarkably well, the laugh dying in Izzy's throat. He swallowed 


jerkily, glancing at Duff, whose eyes were on Steven. 


"| don't know man. Are you sure there's something missing? Could just try the song with the kit as is, for 


now?" Axl asked. 

"| guess," Steven said doubtfully, looking around himself once more. "They were just here 

Axl sang the intro again and Steven repositioned his sticks and began to drum, forgetting about the rack toms 
for the moment. Izzy sat up a little straighter. Yes. That was it. [hat was the sound. It was a lot closer 
anyway. He looked at Duff next to him. His light eyes shone with satisfaction, his foot tapping along again. He 
thought so too. 

When Steven finished, Duff grinned. "Tight! That was tight" 

"You think so?" Steven smiled, twirling his sticks. "Thanks, dude." 


"For sure. It's clean. | like it." 


"Me too," Izzy said. "Nice work, man" 


Stephen beamed, his sticks twirling faster. "Axl? Slash? What do you guys think?" 
Axl nodded. "Fits good" Slash merely nodded. 


As Axl went to get some water and Steven and Slash began taking parts of the kit apart, getting ready to 
leave, Duff laughed his throaty laugh and turned to face Izzy, lighting up a cigarette. 


"Well, then" 
"We're taking the second kick pedal and the cymbals next,” Izzy whispered. 


Duff shook his hair out of his eyes and laughed again. "You got it" He offered Izzy the cigarette, who took it, 


closing his lips on the same paper that Duff's had been around moments before. 


"That's our guy," Izzy declared, handing it back to him, the bass callouses on Duff's fingers meeting his. "I've 
decided." 


"Well alright then,” Duff said. "If you've decided he's our guy, then | guess he's our guy." He smiled at Izzy, who 
felt a tug in his stomach again. "Easy as that" 


"We gotta find out what Axl thinks first, though." 


"Izzy," Duff said, blowing smoke out his nose, "we both know that if you've decided, that's what'll happen. You, 
my friend, are the heavyweight of this organization 


Izzy laughed. "Right 


"Just you wait," Duff leaned back, stretching his tall body. "You'll see." 


b miles west of Needles, California, March 1994 
So much for that, Izzy thought. 


He stared down into his unsweetened iced tea, swirling it around in the glass. Funny how times change but the 


feelings never do. 


He sighed, looking up at the TV in the corner of the empty bar, MTV playing quietly. This was just one of 
those days. He sipped his tea and scribbled curlicues on the notepad in front of him, resting his chin in his 
hand and watching the ink sputter out of the pen, allowing his thoughts to wonder. Some days the ideas flowed 


like a river, and some days his mind was quiet. Everything could be so quiet sometimes. 


He set down the pen and looked up and out of the window, out at the road cutting through the desert. The sun 
was at its three o' clock position, lazily slow-baking the sand. The cacti and Joshua trees stood stalwart against 
the breeze that was rattling the multi-colored wind chimes on the porch, which Izzy could hear faintly 
through the glass. 


God, he missed Duff. He let his head drop onto his arms, feeling his heart ache stubbornly throughout his 
body. I+ was still hard sometimes and that ache surfaced from time to time, and the feeling of emptiness 
where Duff should be could be so conspicuous. Izzy hadn't realized it at the time, young as he was - but over 
the years it had become clearer than ever - that the easy connection he had found with Duff wasn't 
something you got every day. It wasn't easy to just find someone like that, and quickly get that mutual 
understanding and level of comfort, to operate on the same wavelength that effortlessly. Izzy had discovered 
that he could not get that with many people; in fact, most people downright annoyed him. 


Izzy sighed again, running his hand through his dreads. He hadn't called his him in months. There was a time, 
from around June of ‘92 to April of ‘93, where they had talked often, sometimes up to three times a week. But 
that had tapered off and, eventually, ended. 


Izzy knew that not everyone could let go of addiction as completely as he had forced himself to do. But at the 
same time, so much of what he had seen in Duff was beginning to be blotted out by the booze, and that, of all 
the bullshit that had happened, was what Izzy couldn't stand. Couldn't stand to hear the life go out of Duff's 
voice, and the quickness go out of his laugh. He never saw him, but Izzy knew that if he had, he would have 
seen the keen gleam fading out of his eyes, unable to penetrate the haze. And so the calls stopped. Izzy, 
unwilling to hurt himself more and more by continuing to watch the downward spiral, and Duff, forgetting to 
call in his stupor, or, maybe, ashamed to. Or maybe Izzy didn't mean to Duff what Duff meant to Izzy, and he 


just didn't care enough. Izzy wasn't sure. 

In any case, Izzy thought, gulping down some iced tea to uncramp his throat, it was over now, and there was 
nothing he could do about it. He couldn't do for Duff what Duff wouldn't do for himself, and that was the hard 
fucking truth; and if Duff didn't want to talk to him, he wasn't going to force it. 


Heavyweight, my ass, Izzy thought sourly, pushing the fruitless notepad away and draining his glass. For a 
while, yeah, but my god, how times change. 


He set down three one dollar bills on the counter and headed for the door. Maybe he'd play a little guitar on 
the porch before he left. 


Seattle, Washington, March 1994 


Duff rolled over, open eyes meeting only darkness, a sick feeling hitting him in his midsection almost as soon as 


he woke up. He coughed and sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes. He squinted at the red glint of the alarm clock - it 


was one o' clock in the afternoon He yawned, making his jaw ache, and turned on the lamp. The light hurt his 
eyes and he turned away, swinging his legs out of bed and fingering an oozing sore on his leg, wincing. He put 
his head into his hands and ran his fingers through his hair, the bad feeling in his midsection intensifying as he 
felt several small clumps come out between his knuckles, which he just let fall to the floor on top of the dirty 


clothes. Mess, mess, mess. He was a mess. 


He slowly got up, body aching, and made his way to the bathroom that was connected to the master bedroom 
he called his own. The bathroom was a mess too, more dirty clothes and some empty bottles, and a packet of 


rocks on the counter. 


Duff brushed his teeth,which made his gums hurt, and splashed his face with water. It was kind of hard to 
look at himself in the mirror, at his bloated body and broken out skin, so he tried not to. He shucked the 
boxers he was wearing and started up a shower, examining the sores on his hips, ass, and feet. These days, it 


wasn't even worth working up the energy to be concerned. 


He pissed in the shower, and he could feel his midsection ache as it came out. He didn't know what to wash his 
sores with, so he just tentatively rinsed over them with Dove, which made them sting, and he washed his dick 
with the same thing, rubbing off the gunky buildup that had accumulated over the past few days of no 
showers. Gross. He turned off the water halfheartedly and stepped out onto the bathmat, drying off his legs 


and tousling his hair. 


Duff stepped out of the bathroom, turning off the light, and pulled on a clean pair of boxers before opening 
the blinds on his window. It was overcast but not stormy. He grabbed the half-finished bottle of wine off the 
bedside table and headed downstairs. 


Taking a swallow as he walked, he passed through the airy kitchen and straight onto the back porch, where he 
sat down on the cedar two-seater swing that hung from the ceiling. There were carvings on the back, and 
Duff traced a finger along them as he took another sip from the merlot. His fingertips hurt, too. Actually, 
every inch of his body hurt - his head, his eyes, his nose, his chest, his insides. He couldn't even breathe 
through his nose, just his mouth, so his throat hurt too. 


Duff stared out at the green rolling hills that were almost right in his backyard and listened to his heartbeat 
pounding away resignedly in his head. He drank some more wine. It'd been a while since he'd heard from any of 
the Guns guys. He'd talked to Axl before he went on tour for Believe in Me, but only once since he got back 
and not since then Slash, who wasn't good with communication, he hadn't heard from at all. He'd talked to Matt 
once about three weeks ago, but he was busy with his own shit. Gilby, Duff wasn't close with and probably 
never would be. And then of course, there was lzzy.. when was the last time he'd talked to Izzy? It seemed like 
ages. Where even was Izzy? What was he doing? Duff realized he didn't know. It would probably be good for 
him, to talk to Izzy.. he would understand.. 


It was so hard though, Duff thought. Izzy was gone, like the wind down the road, and here he was still, drinking 
from dawn to dusk and still nursing this damn cocaine habit, stuck in the same old situation So many memories 


of him, though.. they hit Duff in a wave and almost overwhelmed him. Izzy playing his guitar night and day, 


"noodling," as he liked to call it. Izzy, playing that damn Georgia Satellites album over and over until everyone 


was driven to distraction. Izzy, banging on the kit along to the Ramones whenever he was frustrated. 


Sighing, Duff remembered how they used to talk to each other until the morning, laughing at times, serious at 
times; he had shared everything with him, really, because he could, because Izzy made it so easy. It was a 
comforting thing, talking to Izzy, but as much as Duff missed him, it wasn't right anymore, really, because 


Izzy had moved on and he couldn't. Still, lord, it had been a while. 


Wonder what Izzy would say if he could see him now, Duff thought dully. He drank some more wine. 


On Down the Road 


Apple Valley, California, May 12 1994 


The sound of the phone woke Izzy up. He was a light sleeper, the phone was only on its second ring. He groaned, 
cleared his throat, and picked up. 


"Hi, this is Izzy." 

"Hey Izzy, it's Matt" 

Izzy frowned and sat straight up in bed, glancing at the clock. It was seven in the morning, and he hadn't heard 
from Matt since he'd left Guns, they weren't close . Something was wrong. His stomach knotted itself up 
anxiously more quickly than he'd thought possible, and he gripped the phone a little tighter. 

"Matt? What is it? What's wrong?" 

Izzy heard Matt take an unsteady breath and then let out a gusty sigh. Izzy gripped the phone even tighter. 
"Matt. Matt, what is it? You're scaring me, man." 


"l zzy.. it's Duff" 


Izzy inhaled sharply involuntarily, the bottom dropping out of his stomach and his heart constricting. So here it 
was at last, the call he'd been dreading... God, why hadn't he called him more? And now it was too late. Jesus.. 


"He's not dead." 


"What? He's not? He's alive?" Relief flooded Izzy's body so fast that he got lightheaded and hung his head 


between his knees, emotion overwhelming him. "What is it then? What's going on?" 

"He's in the hospital, Izzy. His pancreas.. well, his pancreas exploded." 

Izzy stared at the floor in shock. He didn't say anything. Matt took this silence as the invitation to continue. 

"| don't know how much you've been talking to him lately, but he's been doing real bad. Quit vodka and took up 
wine, but way too much of it. And way too much coke. He's been wasting away Izzy, just wrecking himself. He's 
got this house in Seattle now and he's just there by himself, doing this shit. And, well, it caught up with hin, | 
guess. His friend Andy found him." 


Izzy swallowed hard. "It exploded" he said hoarsely. 


"That's what they said. This was two days ago. Burned his insides. He'll be lucky if he makes it another five 


years, and regardless he's going to be taking meds for the rest of his life. He can never drink again, obviously" 
Izzy was quiet for a moment. "I dontt know what to say” 

"| know, man" 

"Is he back home yet?" 

"No, dude. He'll be at the Northwest Hospital for another week" 

"Oh" Izzy was quiet for a moment. "Matt, could you give me the phone number?" 


"The phone number? Yeah sure, give me a second." there were some rustling noises. "Ready? It's two-oh-six, 


three-six-four, zero-five-zero-zero." 
Izzy scribbled it down into the notebook on his bedside table. "Thanks Matt. And thanks for letting me know." 


"No problem. I'll talk to you later, Izzy, l'm going to call the other guys. | thought you'd want to be the first to 


know." 
"Thanks, you thought right. Bye, Matt” 
"Bye." 


Izzy slowly set the phone back on its cradle. He stared at it for a second before lying back down in bed, curling 
up on his side and squeezing his pillow tight. Duff.. Jesus Christ. He was so lucky to be alive. But the pain that 
he must be in was almost unimaginable. Izzy buried his face in his pillow, feelings and memories sweeping over 


him, wave after wave, rendering him helpless. 


How had things gotten this way? They had been so invincible once, Izzy thought, so unstoppable, so confident 
and thoughtless of time. God, he missed the eighties, Duff's lopsided smile taunting him good-naturedly, the 
quick banter they used to go back and forth with. Izzy had loved that. They would drink together sometimes. 
Duff could always outdo him, though. Izzy would be close to blacking out, and Duff would just laugh and laugh. 
But they took care of each other, never let anyone say anything bad about the other; Duff was that way 
about the whole band. And the conversations they would have about punk rock went on endlessly, Duff always 
did think Izzy's history with Naughty Women and The Atoms was cool.. 


And now, Izzy thought, rolling onto his back, he didn't know what to do. Not to contact Duff was unthinkable, 
but at the same time, maybe there was a reason Duff hadn't contacted him yet. It had been two days. Maybe 
he didn't want to talk to anyone. Or maybe, Izzy thought despairingly, Duff just didn't want to talk to him. He 
didn't want to push him into something he wasn't comfortable with. But, dammit, when someone's pancreas 


explodes, you don't just say nothing. Do you? Izzy covered his face with his hands. 


He would wait. That's what he would do. He would wait, and if he still hadn't heard from him in a week, he 
would call. Izzy stared at the ceiling, his fan whirring around and around. Duff.. it seemed like just yesterday, it 
really did. What could he be doing right now? What was he thinking about? Izzy wondered if he knew he was 
being thought of, if he could feel it. In all reality, Izzy thought, Duff probably was on so much medication that 
he wasn't thinking about much of anything at the moment. 


Izzy laid in bed for another hour, watching the room brighten as the sun came up, and thinking. Duff always 
had been one of the worst. He was such a highly functional addict for such a long time, though, that it was 
hard to believe that it had finally caught up with him. Duff had never cared much about the fact that he was 
probably going to die young and he'd told Izzy as much - he had no fear, really, which Izzy understood and 
even respected, in a sick sort of way. It was better than some, those addicts that deluded themselves until the 


end. 


Duff had never been like that, but shades of that mentality had been creeping in for a while, which Izzy knew 
from their frequent phone calls last year. It was hard to watch, and in the end, impossible for Izzy to continue 


being so close to. No matter how much he loved him. 


Izzy sat up and got out of bed, folding back his knit blanket that he'd gotten in Mexico three years ago. He 
stretched and walked to the kitchen, naked as he usually was when he woke up - he got hot easily, and even 
sleeping with the windows open, inevitably overheated during the night and sleepily kicked his shorts off. He 
turned on the coffee pot and leaned against the counter, staring at nothing. It was quite a bit of news that 
Duff would never be able to touch alcohol again. Izzy could scarcely imagine him without a bottle of vodka, 


much less completely dry. It was a weird thought. He could only imagine how Duff felt about that ultimatum. 


Izzy wondered again if he was conscious, if he was able to talk; if he was taking visitors in the hospital, if Slash 
and Axl were already there. He wanted to be there for him too, but he wasn't his bandmate anymore, and 
they were. Did that mean something? Izzy poured himself a mug of black coffee and went over to the 


armchair facing the French doors, crossing his legs and wrapping his hands around the cup. 


He looked down at his own bare body, wondering what Duff's looked like nowadays. When Izzy had last seen him, 
at those five shows in ‘93, he had looked pretty good - not as great as he used to, but pretty good. It had 
been a year, though, and Matt had said that he'd switched over to wine, which would be hell on the body in 
quantities as large as Duff was probably drinking it in 


Izzy took a swallow of his coffee and looked back down at himself again. He looked pretty good. He'd put on 


muscle in the past couple years. He'd never be built, but he'd filled out more. He was tan, too. 


Izzy drank some more coffee. This was painful. Why was he sitting here, doing nothing? It felt so wrong. He 
shifted in his chair, that stubborn ache of his heart returning. Was he wanted? Was he unwanted? How would 
he be received? Maybe there was a reason they'd stopped talking, maybe Duff resented him for leaving more 
than he'd realized. Maybe he'd said something wrong. Maybe Duff felt betrayed. Maybe he felt abandoned. They 
had been best friends, after all, and Izzy had just up and left. And Duff had been angry with him, which Izzy 


would never forget. His throat cramped up. Maybe he still was, maybe he only wanted the comfort of those 
that had stayed with him. Wasn't he the heavyweight? Izzy thought. Wasn't that what Duff had said? He drank 


more coffee. 


There had been times when the alcohol was an issue. It took Duff away, and Izzy hated that, especially after 
‘84 when he'd finally managed to clean up his act. Everything got harder, after that. Izzy didn’t like all the 
booze and the drugs, and Duff knew it, and didn't like the feeling that that knowledge gave him. Felt like he was 
being quilted. And so, Izzy thought bitterly, he had unwittingly pushed Duff away towards Slash, who wouldn't 
make him feel wrong for smoking crack, who was only too happy to drink with him. And so Izzy, resentful at 
the unfairness but resigned, chainsmoked, drank his tea alone, rode his bus to the tour dates, and took solace 
in Treader, who seemed to be the only other being in the world besides Duff that could calm Izzy's spirits 


while Duff was out of commission. 

Izzy stared at the French doors for a second before standing straight up, his mug falling out of his lap and 
shattering on the wood floor. He turned and ran back into his bedroom, his heart pounding, yanking the phone 
off the cradle and staring at the piece of paper he had scribbled the number down on two hours ago. He 
fumbled with the phone before punching it in, heart pounding as it rang. 

"Hello, Northwest Hospital, how may | direct your call?" 

"Hello," Izzy said thickly, and quickly cleared his throat. "Could | speak to a patient, please?" 

"That depends, sir," the lady on the other end said. "What room number?" 


‘lm sorry, | don't have one. | want to speak to Duff McKagan" He paused for a second. "This is Izzy Stradlin” 


"Oh, | see," said the woman. "Sure, one second please, | just need to check the records to see what room he's in 


and I'll send you up there." 

"Okay, thank you," Izzy said, twisting the piece of paper with the phone number between his fingers. What was 
he going to say to Duff? What was Duff going to say to him? What if he hung up? What if he didn't even 
answer? 

"Sorry about that, | found it. He's on the fourth floor, I'll send your call to his room." 


"Thanks so much," Izzy rasped. 


"My pleasure." The phone clicked and was quiet for a moment before starting to ring again. His heart pounded, 
and he started ripping up the piece of paper; first in halves, then in fourths, then in eighths. The phone clicked 


"Hullo?" 


Izzy ripped the pieces into sixteenths. "ls that you? Duff?" 


There was silence. 

"Duff?" 

‘zy God, he sounded terrible, but it was so good to hear Duff's voice saying his name again. 
"Yeah, it's me. It's Izzy. How are you feeling?" 

There was more silence, and Izzy's fear returned. But then - but then, was that Duff crying 
"Duff? Duff, are you okay?" 

'Izzy.." Duff was crying. "Izzy, | fucked up. | fucked up so bad" 


Izzy was alarmed. Close as they had been, he'd never heard Duff cry before. "I know. | know you did. But it's 
okay.” 


‘lm... not crying.. because | fucked up," Duff choked out. "I'm crying.. because.. | missed you. I've missed you, 


Izzy." 

Izzy looked up, hardly daring to believe his ears. "I've missed you too. Shh, stop crying. It's okay." 

"No, it's not," Duff said softly. His voice was hoarse, and he sounded sick. "I almost fucking died, it would've 
been better if | had. I'd rather die than go through the fucking agony I've been through in the last seventy 
two hours. | should have died. | shouldn't be alive, Izzy." 


"Don't say that shit," Izzy said. "Fuck, you're going to make me cry too." 


"No, don't," Izzy heard Duff inhale loudly, his nose running. "I'm sorry, it's just such a fuckin’ relief to hear 


your voice. I'm really, really sorry.” 


"Don't apologize," Izzy said, twisting a loose thread on his bedspread, fighting to control his voice, which was 
shaking slightly. "I'm just so glad that you're alive." 


There was muffled silence on the other end and then the sound of Duff blowing his nose. Izzy twisted the 
thread harder. So Duff had missed him after all. Missed him enough to cry at the sound of his voice. Hope, 
Izzy thought, was one fickle bitch. 

"Izzy?" Duff croaked. 


"Yeah?" 


"Could you.. do you think you could do something for me?" 

Izzy's heart began to speed up again. "Yeah" He paused, and decided to take a chance. "Anything 
"| know it's a lot to ask, but. would you come stay with me? Here in Seattle?" 

Izzy's eyes widened. "Stay with you?" 


"Yeah. | have this big house up here now, you know, and when | get out of here and go home, itll be just me, 


and." Duff didn't finish. 
"Yeah, Yeah. | understand," Izzy said quickly. OF course he would go, if that was what Duff wanted, but. 
"Duff, how long would you want me to stay?" 

"How long?" Duff said blankly. "Shit, Izzy, | don't know. Could we just play it by ear?" 

"Sure," Izzy answered. "Im good at that" 

"| know you are," Duff chuckled feebly 

"Well, when do you want me to head your way?" 

"When?" Duff repeated again ‘Like... as soon as possible?" 

Izzy laughed. "As fast as my wings can carry me, huh? 

"Yeah" 

"Okay then" Izzy looked around his room. "Well | guess I'll start packing, then" 

"Really?" he sounded relieved and tired. "Thank you so much: 


"Yeah, of course," Izzy had already started moving around the room, opening his dresser drawers and throwing 


t-shirts onto his bed. 

‘| can't wait to see you,” Duff said sleepily. "I'm gonna rest now. Bye, Iz" 
Izzy smiled and held the phone with both hands. "Bye. See you soon" 
Click 


Izzy stared out his window. That had gone very differently from what he expected. And, he thought, moving 


back to his dresser, he always did seem to find himself in this situation, blown down the road once again by his 
heart. But it was a good kind of drifting, especially when he was drifting back to somewhere he wanted to be. 


Izzy got out his old battered green suitcase and folded most of the contents of his bottom two drawers into it 
- shorts and shirts, and a couple pairs of jeans. It was still chilly in Washington this time of year. He grabbed 
some sweatshirts and set them on top, along with a tall stack of clean boxer briefs. Out of the bathroom, he 
grabbed only his toothbrush and toothpaste - Duff would probably have anything else he needed, and if he 
didn't, Izzy would just buy it when he got there. 


From the top of the dresser, he put the first item of dress on his body - his wooden necklace. Faded jeans and 
a purple button-down followed, and he slid his feet into his Adidases. Lifting his suitcase, Izzy took the Mexican 
blanket and a pillow off of his bed before turning out the light and heading downstairs. He'd just sleep in the 


car. 


He put the bag in the back of his Camaro and the pillow and blanket in the passenger's seat. All his favorite 
CDs were already in the car, nothing he needed to add. He'd just stop for food along the way, no need to delay 
departure, and God knew he could afford it. 


His heart, Izzy realized, hadn't stopped pounding since he'd gotten off of the phone. The anxiety and excitement 
of getting to see Duff, the offer to stay, the speed of the change and the weight of his feelings was almost 


too much to handle while staying still - he was just ready to move and be on his way. 


Izzy took a final walk around the house, locking the doors and windows, looking for anything he might have 
forgotten. Downstairs again, he grabbed his bags and went out the front, locking that door behind him too. 
Onwards and upwards, he thought, whistling to himself, his heartbeat like a set of rack toms as he spun his 


keys around on his fingers. Keep moving along. 


Casual Knee-Touching Heaven 
2 days later, Saturday 


Duff woke up to the phone ringing. Despite the pain in his body, he lunged for it - he'd been jittery every time 
it went off for the past forty-eight hours, worrying that it was Izzy calling to say that he wasn't coming 
after all. 

"Hi, this is Duff" 

"Hey, its me." 

Duff's heart soared. It was Izzy. 

"Hey! Where are you? Have you left Cali yet?" 

Izzy laughed. Duff smiled at the sound. 

"Yeah, Duff. | just got into the city. I'm in Seattle." 

Duff nearly dropped the phone. "What? You are?" 

"Yeah," said Izzy. "You didn't think I'd just wait around after you asked me to come up, did you?" 

"| never know what you'll do." 

"That's such a lie, and you know it” 


"Well, how'd you get up here so fast? | know you didn't fly.” 


"No," Izzy agreed. "I left the house an hour after we talked on the phone and drove until about three that 
night, slept in the car, woke back up around nine, and finished the drive." 


"You're the best, lz" 

"Don't mention it. So what do you want me to do? Come to the hospital?" 

"No, please don't." Duff looked around. He was all hooked up to machines, nurses visiting every half an hour, 
monitors beeping. This was not the right place for a reunion. "Do you think it would be okay if we just met up 


when | get out of here?" 


"Sure." Izzy sounded unhappy. Duff chewed on his lip. He didn't want to risk Izzy getting annoyed and leaving, 


but he also didn't want him to come hang out in the ER. 
"What should | do instead?" Izzy asked. 


"You could stay at my house," Duff suggested. "The spare key is under the second stepping stone on the front 


walk." 
"Okay," Izzy said. Still unhappy, Duff thought. 


"l'm sorry man, but | shouldn't be in here too 


much longer." 
"When will you be home?" 


"The day after tomorrow. I'm ready to leave. If they still want to monitor me, they can send a doctor to the 


house. | don't like it in here." 
"I know. What's your address?" 
"Three-six-four-three, forty second avenue." 


Izzy was quiet for a second. "Okay. I'll head over there." Another pause. "Duff, how much coke and booze can | 
expect to find?" 


"A lot, probably," Duff said uncomfortably, 

"Can | throw it out? | don't need to be around that shit, and it's not like you'll be needing it anymore” 

"Oh. Uh, | guess. | can ask Andy to do it if you don't want to. 

"No, | got it. | can control myself. See you later: 

Bye" 

Duff hung up the phone, feeling guilty. He hadn't thought about how the state of his house might affect Izzy 
and his sobriety. And, Duff thought indignantly, ‘| can control myself? What was that supposed to mean? Was 


that a dig at him? Duff turned over, irritated. Never mind the fact that Izzy was right, if that was what he 
meant. It just wasn't right to say. 


The downstairs, at least, was surprisingly clean, Izzy thought. There were two empty bottles of wine on the 


kitchen counter, and there was a plastic bag with a couple of rocks in it on the living room table. This, he 


picked up and took to the kitchen, setting it by the bottles. 


It was a beautiful house. Lots of wood, which Izzy liked. It was open, with a back porch with a full view of the 
mountains and foothills, surrounded by trees. His only gripe, Izzy thought, was that it rained too often in 
Seattle, and he'd need a wetsuit to surf. He poked around the rest of the lower level, looking for any other 
illicit substances, but found none. Duff wasn't showy about his addiction, especially the cocaine, which, Izzy 
privately thought, he was probably in denial about. 


Coke, Izzy thought as he climbed the stairs, was probably the worst of them all. It was dark on the upper 
floor so he flipped on the light. The floor up here was carpeted in light brown. There were several options for 
rooms to look in first, so Izzy chose the one with the door that was already open Guest bedroom, he guessed. 
There was a double twin bed and a nightstand, a closet, and shag carpeting. It was a little worse in here than 


downstairs. 


Throwing parties, | see, Izzy thought, collecting three empty Jack Daniels bottles and a fourth one with a third 
of its contents still intact. Duff wasn't a big whiskey drinker, and Izzy couldn't imagine him stashing his empties 
in the guest room anyway. He carried the bottles downstairs to the spot on the counter, and came back up to 
continue his investigating. The bed was unmade - Izzy smelled the sheets and made a face. They hadn't been 
washed in a while. He folded up the comforter and removed it, setting it in one corner of the room before 
lifting up the pillows to take their covers off. Something fell out onto the floor from between them and Izzy 
stooped to look at it. It was a hypodermic needle. 


He shook his head and left it there on the rug, shucking the pillows and pulling the rest of the sheets off of 
the bed, which he gathered into his arms and took downstairs as well, putting the ball in the kitchen too, for 
now. He got a paper towel from the roll next to the toaster and went back to the guest room, carefully picking 
up the needle and taking it to the kitchen trashcan. You could never be too careful when it came to that shit, 


Izzy knew. 


He was surprised, though, he thought, as he climbed the stairs once again Surprised that Duff was hanging 
out with junkies. Duff had no love for smack, and actually harbored more of an aversion. Maybe, Izzy thought, 
Duff didn't know that some of his friends were using, or maybe it was one of the band guys, like Pearl Jam, 
that he'd heard Duff had been hanging around with. 


Izzy re-made the bed with sheets he found in the closet. He'd dust later, he thought, with a glance at the 
bedside table. Heading down the hall, he came to what had to be Duff's room - this door was closed. Izzy 
opened it and turned on the light. It was a mess. A really, really big mess, Izzy thought, closing his eyes and 
pinching the bridge of his nose. Oh, Duff. 


He turned away and went down the hallway and down the stairs yet again. Looking under the sink in the kitchen, 
he grabbed a box of trash bags and a roll of paper towels and headed back up. The empty bottles he put in 
one bag to be recycled, the dirty clothes in another. Any coke he found went straight into Duff's bedside 
trashcan. It was not so different, Izzy thought ruefully as he dug sweatpants out from under the bed, from 


the cleanup he remembered doing for himself at his house in Malibu years ago. There always has to be 


someone still standing to rebuild once the storm is over. 


Izzy stuffed one Hefty bag full of dirty clothes and filled another one and a half with bottles, which he double- 
bagged to avoid breakage. The bottles were everywhere, on almost every surface. He took them downstairs 
separately, putting the bagged bottles in the garage next to the trashcan, and the bag of clothes next to the 
dirty sheets in the kitchen. Back in Duff's room, the carpet, which was now visible, looked pretty grubby. Izzy 
noticed another door next to the closet that he surveyed with caution - it was probably the master 
bathroom, and if Duff's room had been that bad, what was this going to look like? It wasn't too bad though, he 
found, just some dirty towels and rugs, one more bottle, and one more packet of coke. He took those all 


downstairs at once after wiping off the mirror and countertop, which were stained with hard water and 


something sticky he couldn't identify. 


He found a vacuum cleaner in the hall closet and went to work in Duffs room, sucking up the dust and grime 
out of the taupe carpet. It was, Izzy thought, pushing the vacuum in neat horizontal rows, quite a beautiful 
room - there were two windows, one on either side of the bed, that almost spanned between the ceiling and 
floor. The bed was big, a king size, with a wooden headboard and footboard. The dresser was made of the same 
thing; it looked like black cherry. The curtains were dark red, the same as the bedspread. Izzy scowled, 
wondering against his will how many people had been in that bed with Duff in the past year. It wasn't 
something he liked to think about. 


Izzy shut the door to the room and sighed, closing his eyes. You need to calm down, he told himself. But it was 
hard. He'd been trying not to think about it, but the whole place smelled like Duff, and Izzy had been getting 
high off of it since he walked in God, he thought, going slowly down the stairs, it really had been a long time, 
and the smell of the house had brought back memories like crazy. Like when they'd shared a bed that one 


time in Japan. 


Izzy blushed thinking about it. That had been in the early days. Izzy was a tosser and turner when it came to 
falling asleep, and Duff could stay as still as a rock For hours Izzy had laid awake, staying still so as to not 
awaken Duff, but unable to sleep himself, trying to casually, naturally make their knees touch. Until, that is, 
Duff had woken up at two in the morning and seen him awake, and whispered teasingly, "Go ahead and thrash 
around, Izzy, | know you want to" And Izzy had blushed as Duff rolled back over, but thanks to his permission 
to move, he was in casual knee-touching heaven for the rest of the night. In fact, he'd woken up with his leg 
hooked around Duffs and his left hand suspiciously close to Duff's hair. Thankfully, Izzy had been the one to 


wake up first and was able to rearrange himself. 


lzzy kept opening doors on the first floor - another bedroom, bathroom, music room, den - until he found the 
laundry room, which he brought his balls of sheets and bag of clothes into. He really had, he thought, as he 
filled the washer, been quite a mess himself back in the day. He understood how Duff had to be feeling, 
although Izzy wasn't sure that having him see Duff's house versus the man himself improved the impression 
at all. But in any case, Izzy mused, grabbing a duster from a hook on the wall, he himself had had his own fair 
few brushes with death, the first to come to mind being that overdose, again, in Japan. 


Why was it always Japan? he wondered. He ran the duster over the coffee table and end tables in the living 


room and then climbed the stairs once again to hit Duff's nightstand, dresser, and lamp. Of what he could 
remember, that had been the worst time. God, he had been a fuckup. They were trying to get across the 
border on tour but they couldn't go through security with all the drugs, so instead of throwing it out (he'd 
paid good money!) he'd killed it all in one go, coke and heroin, and knocked himself out cold in a coma for four 
days. When he'd finally woken up in the hospital, Duff was there, in the armchair beside his bed, long limbs 
folded up, fast asleep. It had been five in the morning when Izzy came to, and Duff was still in his leather 
chaps, having come straight to him from the show they'd had to play without any rhythm guitar the night 
before. Axl had been livid with him over that one, Izzy remembered. He wasn't at all sad that those days were 
gone, but fuck, it could be so hard sometimes - it was hard to believe that he'd lasted almost two years 
sober in a band with Slash and Duff. Sometimes he impressed even himself. 


Izzy hung the duster back up and checked on his laundry. The sheets were done washing, so he put them in 
the dryer and started a load of clothes. Then he wandered to the kitchen and got himself a glass of water 
before going out the back door. 


The wood swing was cool underneath him, and the water, even from coming straight out of the tap, was cold. 
That was one good thing about being up north, Izzy reflected: cold tap water. It cooled his throat and head, and 
he pulled up his legs to sit Indian style as he gazed out at the view. Duff's backyard was spacious, mostly 
empty besides the patio and a few trees. It was fenced in with a small gate on the left, which, Izzy imagined, if 
you went out, would lead to the rolling green slopes and mountains not far away. The sky was icy blue, the day 


mild, and Izzy savored it, rolled it around in his mouth like a fine wine. 


His heartbeat, he thought, had not been quite normal since he had been woken up by Matt's phone call, and 
still wasn't quite right now. He felt like he was on the edge of something. Really, he just wanted to see Duff, 
and go from there. It would be so sweet, Izzy thought, his stomach turning over, to hug him again, be 
together every day again, as they had been for years, once. 


There had been a time, he remembered, when he'd overdosed on heroin, in Malibu, when Duff had found him. 
Izzy's house had always been open to him, and he'd come by unannounced and found Izzy, unconscious and 
turning blue, in his bedroom. Duff had picked him up off of the mattress, slung him over his shoulder, and 
thrown him under a cold shower, slapping him across the face until he came to. As soon as Izzy had started 
sputtering, Duff had grabbed him and crushed him to his chest in a hug, repeating, "| thought you were dead," 


over and over and over into Izzy's ear. 


It was all Izzy had been able to do to breathe oxygen, feel the heat of Duff's arms around him, and accept 
that he had died and gone to heaven. God, he'd smelled good They stayed that way for a long time, Izzy 
remembered, stayed that way until the cold water had soaked them both to the skin 


The Sweats, The Shakes 
Two days later, Monday 


There really was no point, thought Duff, to holding back emotions in any way after this. He hugged Andy with 
all the love that he felt, which filled his heart and spilled out of his eyes. He owed his childhood friend his life. 
"Thank you," was all he could choke out. "Thank you, thank you." 


‘Its okay, man," Andy patted him on the back. "You're welcome. You didn't think | was just going to let you die 
after all the shit we've already lived through, did you?" 


"No," Duff said thickly, breaking away and buckling his seatbelt. "But it's too good of you, really” 
"Stop that," Andy commanded, squinting in the morning light as he pulled out into traffic. 

Duff just rested his head against the window. 

"So Izzy's going to be staying with you, huh? Do you know for how long?" Andy asked 


"No," Duff answered. "He asked me the same thing, but | really don't know. | guess it depends on how fast he 
gets tired of staying in one place, which can be pretty fast. Or how fast he gets tired of me." 


"Stop that," Andy said again. "Itll be good for you to have him around. And if he came as fast as he did, he 


obviously wants to help." 

"Yeah, | guess." 

Andy turned the car left. "Are you excited to see him?" 

"Yeah. It's stupid, but I'm actually kind of nervous," Duff admitted. "Things were weird when he left the band, 
you know that, and it was weird the last time | saw him, because he filled in for those shows and just, like, 
came back for a week, except he was the only sober one. And we didn't talk a lot. And.. I'm just nervous that it 


won't be as easy as it was, anymore." 


| understand,” Andy said. "But | think you'll be pleasantly surprised. It seems to me that some people, it doesn't 
matter how much time has passed, you can still just fall right back into the old way. Like you and me." 


"| guess." 


"Besides," Andy took another left, "you always said that you got along the best with Izzy out of anyone else in 
the band" 


"| did," Duff acknowledged, "right from the beginning.” 


"I know you guys haven't hung out in a long time, so | won't come barging in whenever like usual. Call me if you 


need me, okay?" 

"Okay. Thanks so much, man." 

"Don't mention it." 

They rode the rest of the way in silence, until they pulled up in front of Duffs house, with its sloping brick 
driveway. There was a red ‘64 Camaro sitting at the top of the hill. Andy pulled up behind it and paused. "Here 


you go, man." 


Duff hugged his friend. "Dude, | know you know this, but I'm never going to be able to repay you. If you ever 
need anything, Andy, you know this, but just tell me. Promise." 


"| promise. You need to let me know the same. Let your friends start helping you, Duff;we're ready to. You 


don't have to be all alone." 

“There is one thing that | need help with right now." 

"Yeah? What's that?" 

"Getting inside the house,’ Duff said sheepishly. 

"Yeah?" Andy's smile widened. "I don't think you'll be needing my help with that one." 

"What do you mean?" 

Tap, tap. 

Duff turned so fast that his neck hurt and there was Izzy, the same old Izzy, smiling broadly, eyes light in the 
morning sun, waving, a half-eaten bagel in his other hand. Duff had barely even gotten the door open before 
Izzy had grabbed him into a hug. Duff felt himself getting choked up again, and hugged Izzy back, unable to say 
anything at all for the moment. It was, he thought, squeezing his eyes shut and burying his face into the top 
of Izzy's shoulder, like a hand that had been squeezing his heart had suddenly let go, letting him breathe again. 
Izzy smelled like strong coffee and cedar incense, and a few tears of relief squeezed out of Duff's eyes and 
onto Izzy's faded green t-shirt against his will 


Izzy pulled away and held him by the shoulders, looking him up and down. 


"How are you feeling? Hi, Andy," he said, looking over Duff's shoulder. Andy gave a small wave. 


"Tender," Duff winced. "Like | took a good beating." 

"Well, | guess you did," Izzy said, shaking his head. "It's a wonder that you're alive, but fuck, I'm glad you are." 
"His bag's in the back, Izzy," Andy said. 

Izzy nodded and opened the trunk, grabbing the duffel. 

"ll see you guys later." 

"Bye, man." 

"Bye, and thanks again, Andy. Call whenever." 

Andy saluted and backed down the driveway, turning the corner and peeling out of sight. 


Duff smiled at Izzy, whose heart leapt at the sight. "Damn, man," Duff said, "I'm so fucking happy you're here. 


Thanks for coming on such a short notice." 


"Of course, you know me, | don't like waiting around,” Izzy said, smiling back. His heart was beating quickly, 


thumping away at his ribcage like a prizefighter. "Let's get you inside.” 
"| can take that," Duff said, gesturing at the bag. 


"No, it's fine, | got it. C'mon," Izzy said, and waited for Duff to start walking before following him towards the 


house. 


He really did look pretty awful, Izzy thought, but it didn't matter; he would start looking like himself again in a 
couple of weeks. And besides, he thought guiltily, Duff's "pretty awful" was still pretty good in Izzy's opinion He 
was still as tall as ever, with the same handsome face, just sick, tired, and bloated. But that, lzzy knew, could 
all be fixed. He held the front door, which was already unlocked, holding his bagel in his teeth. Duff went 
straight to the couch and sat down, closing his eyes. Izzy felt bad. It was obvious he was hurting. 


"Do you want some water or food or anything?" 
"No thanks, man," Duff was shivering. "Just feel like total shit” 

"l just get you water, anyway," Izzy declared, and set down Duff's bag and his bagel and opened a cabinet 
Duff opened his eyes and watched him. Izzy, he thought, looked really good. Really healthy. He himself, by 
comparison, was even more of a mess. He dutifully accepted the water that Izzy handed to him and gave him 


a quick once-over as he sat down next to him. He had on the green shirt, faded jeans, no shoes, no socks, and 


a purple bandanna keeping his dreads at bay. His forearms were tan, and his face looked leaner thon ever, 


emphasizing his long nose and the hollows of his cheeks. His eyes, thanks to the shirt, were glittering like pale 


emeralds today, Duff thought, really clear. He took a shaky sip of water. 
"Thanks." 
"Mhm." Izzy's eyes were fixed on his face. He rested his chin in his hand. 


Duff, his torso hurting, grimaced and looked around the room. "Thanks for getting rid of the shit in here. | 


know | should have done it, but.. well, | wasn't expecting company when | last left." 
"| understand." 
Duff took another sip. "So, Izzy, here we are. Tell me about what you've been doing." 


"Me?" Izzy stretched out, putting his hands behind his head and his feet on the edge of the coffee table. "Oh, 


you know. Fucking around. Traveling. | was in Indiana for a while, I've got my own house out there now." 
"Oh yeah?" Duff rested his water on his knee and closed his eyes. 


"Yeah. It's nice, | hooked back up with a lot of my old friends about two years ago and I've spent a lot of time 
out there. Built a race track and everything, we've been doing a lot of that." 


"Mhm." 
"And you know | made the record, the Ju Ju Hounds record, before that" 


"Yeah, | heard it," Duff said. "It's bitchin." 


Izzy laughed. "Thanks. Duff, | can Tell you're tired, this isn't the greatest time to catch up. Want me to just 
talk to you?" 


"Yes, please." 
“Kay.” 


Izzy paused, taking a bite of his bagel. "I actually do have a story for you. So I've been tripping off a lot into 
the desert, you know, just wandering, really. And | was out there, | guess about five months ago, and | just had 
my bike, so | was camping out, just with my sleeping bag. And | took the tent too, ‘cause this was in January, 


you know, so it was cold." 


Izzy took another bite of bagel. "And | spent the day riding south and pulled over for the night in the middle of 
nowhere, you know, pitched the tent, ate dinner, and got inside the tent, ‘cause the bugs were coming out, even 


in winter. | had a guitar with me, the little blue one that | always take on the bike." 


Duff's head was nodding, and Izzy smiled He kept talking. Duff liked to be talked to sleep. 

"Anyway, so | got it out and started playing, just noodling, you know, and after a couple of minutes | hear this 
coyote howl, really close. | keep playing and he keeps getting closer to where | am, and he brings two others 
with him. They actually came right outside my tent, circled it, howled the whole time, and | just kept playing. 
When | stopped, they stopped, and when | started again, so did they. It was fucking cool. After about ten 
minutes, they left, but we got to make some music together.” 

Izzy polished off his bagel and glanced at Duff. He was asleep. Izzy couldn't help it - he reached over and 
brushed some of Duff's blond hair out of his face before stretching out himself. Rest, Izzy reflected, as he 


drifted off, almost never came easily to him, but sometimes the presence of the right person could make it 


easier. 


When Duff woke up that evening, he had the shakes and the sweats. He looked around - he was all alone. 
Fighting the panic he felt starting to rise, he called out. 


"| zzy!" 


He came immediately in from the back porch, notebook in hand. He had his mouth open to ask what was wrorg, 
but when he saw Duff, there was no need to. 


Oh, boy. C'mon now, it's okay. Lets get you upstairs." Izzy set down his notebook on the coffee table and 
offered his shoulder to Duff, who took it, trembling. With Izzy's help, he got up the stairs and down the hall to 
his room. When Izzy opened the door, Duff couldn't help but make a sound of shock despite his discomfort. 
"H-holy shit. Who c-cleaned up?" 

‘| did," Izzy said, staggering slightly under Duff's weight as he helped him to the bed. 

"Man, you didn't have to do that," Duff said guiltily. 

"I know | didn't, but | wanted to." 

'Izzy," Duff said tiredly, wiping his forehead, "I'm d-dead in love with you right now." 

Izzy just shook his head, turning away slightly. "You're silly. Can | get you anything to help?" 


"N-no," Duff said, his teeth chattering. "Only thing that would h-help is a drink, and." 


"Yeah." Izzy sat down on the mattress by his shoulder. "Should | call the hospital?" 


Duff shook his head. 

"Are you sure? 

"Y-yeah, Just throw a blanket on me. 

Izzy did 

lid rather sweat this out in p-private. Is th-that okay?" 


"Yeah," Izzy said, peering concernedly into Duffs pale face. Cold sweat was beaded on his brow, his jaw locked. 
"Yeah, I'll be right down the hall, just make some noise if you need me." 


"Okay," Duff gritted out. The shakes were getting worse. 


Izzy gave him one last worried glance and left the room. Duff curled up on his side, waves of nausea rolling in 
on him. He tried to relax but his muscles had a mind of their own, twitching him around. A couple of minutes 
later, as he bit his pillow in pain, he heard the sound of an acoustic guitar being plucked mournfully drifting 
slowly down the hall. 


For the next two weeks, Duff was sick, his body trying to adjust cold turkey to the removal of something that 
had been constant, the crutch having been kicked out from under him. Izzy helped him as much as Duff would 
allow, changing his sheets and keeping him hydrated. There was a lot that Duff wouldn't let him do, like clean up 
vomit or help him to the bathroom. For this Izzy was grateful, not because he would have minded doing those 


things, but because it showed that Duff still had his pride and his desire for independence. 


Izzy kept his distance for the most part. He knew how painful and difficult it could be to let someone else in on 


your dope-sickness, or, in Duff's case, booze-sickness, Izzy supposed. 


Duff tried to focus on getting better. He was ready to move on, ready to leave the old times behind, ready to 
improve his life; but fuck, it was so fucking hard to think about that when his own body was at war with him. 
After the first week, he asked Izzy to come in his room when felt like playing guitar, and Izzy did. He played a 


lot of blues progressions and showed Duff his minor scales, which he had learned. 


The Butterfly and the Car Wreck 


Two weeks later, Tuesday 

"Here you go.” 

Izzy looked up from his guitar in surprise. Duff was handing him a cup of coffee. He took it. 
"You like it black, right?" 

"What? Oh. Yeah." Izzy paused, staring down into his mug. "I didn't know that you were up." 


"I feel a lot better," Duff said, sitting down next to him on the swing. "I know you're drinking a lot of coffee 


nowadays." 

"Yep. Good ol' caffeine," Izzy took a sip. "Woah, that's good." 

"Its Chicory from New Orleans." 

"Thanks. You're not having any?" 

"No, | think | had better wait a while longer before | put anything through my kidneys except water." 

"You're probably right." 

It was a bad weather day. Thick gray clouds and a gloomy, cold drizzle was coming down. Izzy had on jeans, a 
blue sweatshirt, and black socks, and was sitting cross-legged with a pick in his hand. Seattle rain was truly an 
entity entirely its own, Duff thought - it got into everything and made it feel cold and damp. He was cold in his 
sweatpants. 

‘Izzy, aren't you cold? This rain is gross." 

"Yeah, a little." 

"Do you want to go inside?" Duff asked, knowing what the answer would be. 

"No, not yet, let's just sit out here for a bit longer." 


"Okay," he agreed. "What time did you get up?" 


"Around eight." 


"Has it been like this since then?" 

"Yep. It rained all night, didn't you hear it?" 

"No," Duff said, "I'm deaf to the sound of steady rain by now, more or less." 
"Deaf to the sound of everything, when you're asleep," Izzy teased. 


Duff, for the first time, cracked a familiar roguish grin. They sat in silence for a moment, Izzy drinking his 


coffee and Duff staring out at the rain. 
"l'm really glad to see you back on your feet" 
‘lm just happy to not feel like complete and total shit right now. | want a drink, though." 


"I know how it feels. I'd like to do a line of coke right now. The desire probably won't ever go away, but it'll get 


less intense with time." 

"Iz. l'm overwhelmed" 

Izzy looked at him. He was staring straight ahead. 

"I know. But you can do it. You just have to take it one day at a time, Duff" 
"Easier said than done, | feel like." 


"Yeah, but its the only way. And besides, don't forget you can always go to AA or something like that if you 
think it could help." 


Duff shook his head right away. "No. It's hard enough for me to have you see me like this, and we've been 
friends for what? Going on nine years now?" Duff shook his head again. "I just don't think it would be right for 
me. I've been thinking about it, and | think that instead of rehab, | think I'm going to start mountain biking.” 


"Mountain biking? That's an interesting path to recovery.” 


Duff shrugged. “There's a bike sitting in the garage, and I'm ready to get back outside, Izzy, start taking care 
of my body again" 


"When do you want to start?" 
"Today, if the weather clears up, and tomorrow, if it doesn't” 


Izzy drained his coffee. "Do you want me to go with you?" 


"No, thanks, lz. | really do appreciate it, but, you know, sometimes you just want to be alone." 
Izzy nodded. He understood that. 

"So | guess you have a sobriety date now, huh?" he said, picking his guitar back up. 

"Yeah?" 


"Yeah. May tenth." 


| guess | do." Duff looked at Izzy's acoustic guitar for a moment. "Man, that's a beauty. Hey, what's your 
sobriety date?" 


"December fifteenth, nineteen eighty nine." Izzy plucked his E string. "It's pretty new. | only got it about six 


months ago." 
"Working on anything in particular?" 


"Yeah," Izzy said. "I am, actually. It's kind of frustrating, | haven't been doing this in a while. 've been more 


focused on the racing. But it's good to take a break once in a while, | guess." 

"| guess. What're you writing?" 

"About cocaine," Izzy said, adjusting the guitar under his arm. "You've got me all inspired,” he added daringly. 
Duff chuckled. 'I try, Izzy." He stood up slowly. "I'm going to get some breakfast. Want anything?" 

Izzy just shook his head. 


Get ahold of yourself, man, Izzy thought as Duff went inside. Don't make it weird. But he wanted to make it 
weird. Seeing Duff smiling, getting teased by him, it was making Izzy feel like he was either being woken up or 
taken back in time. Still, there were moments that felt tentative, like there was something unspoken between 
them, some weight that Izzy just had to continue to carry. It was comforting, at least, he thought dolefully, to 


know that he was already somewhat accustomed to it. 


Inside, Duff found himself feeling suddenly upset, and slammed the lid on the coffee pot without meaning to. 
Something about seeing Izzy scribbling away in that damn notebook brought it all back. Why, he thought, why 
did Izzy have to leave Guns? Why? It was no secret, he thought angrily, that things hadn't been the same 
after he'd left. For anyone. Couldn't Izzy have just tried a little harder? The thing was, he thought, staring out 
the kitchen window at the back of Izzy's dark head, he knew that he had tried. He'd tried really hard, and, Duff 
thought resentfully, probably had more late-night conversations with Axl than he'd ever know about. Izzy knew 


how to pick his battles and he knew how to take care of himself in more ways than one, which was something, 


Duff had to admit, he himself had never been all that good at. Still, it just wasn't fair, to just up and leave, like 
the butterfly soaring out of the car wreck. It just wasn't fair. 


Izzy checked the clock on the oven. It was three. Washing his hands at the sink, he contemplated the rest of 
the day. Duff had made himself some toast and then passed out, dead to the world at one o' clock, so the 


house was quiet and free time flowed around Izzy like a wave. He wanted to explore. 


He pulled on his sneakers and put up his sweatshirt hood as he went out the back door and down the porch 
steps. It was misty, and Izzy pulled the cool moisture in deeply, letting it saturate his dry lungs and stuck his 
hands into his pockets. It felt good on his face, too, kissing the skin that had been, he thought, stuck inside for 
too long in the past fifteen days. His sneakers left imprints in the wet green grass as he walked across the 
yard, relishing the feeling of his socks getting damp. Going out the side gate in the fence, he headed towards 
the hills. 


Love, Izzy thought, was a funny thing. It made people undeniably stupid. And, worse, it doesn't just die 
peacefully like an old dog in the night. It persists like a fucking carcinogen, mutating with the years, always 
coming back to haunt you with a new strain. Never quite able to shake it, Izzy thought, quads burning as he 
went up the steep slope. Everything else, he could let go of like smoke, and it was easy to find the antibiotic. 
Everything else was treatable, no sickness lasted forever. You either got better or you died. It was just the 
one, that held him still, and it was the only one that he had learned not to try and outrun, but to walk side by 
side with, simply because he had no other choice. Then again, Izzy thought, death might be preferable. 


The mist was thickest at the top of the hill, and Izzy felt water droplets gathering on his dreads and the back 
of his neck He let it run in rivulets over his skin, soaking his collar, as he went back down the other side and 


into the shallow valley between the little peaks. He started up the next hill. 


He had liked Duff a lot when they first met, and Duff had liked him. They had the same kind of seriousness 
that Izzy and Axl had shared in Hollywood Rose, and they liked the same music. Duff had already been on tour, 
had already recorded in an actual studio, and had booked them those fucking gigs in Seattle, Izzy thought, 
chuckling. May those dates always live in infamy. Izzy found himself seeking Duff out after that. He wanted his 


musical opinions, his personal thoughts, his plans and ideas. 


Time, Izzy reflected, could be so dangerous in that regard. It's like the curse that only gets stronger as the 
years go by. Because Duff gave Izzy what he wanted, satisfied those curiosities, and it only made Izzy fall 
deeper down the rabbit hole. The more they shared and the more time that passed the stronger his feelings 
became, until it was hard to hide them. He'd stare at him when he talked, leaning over the top of his guitar, 
leaning into his voice. Brush up against him coming on and off stage. Do all the stupid shit, Izzy thought, that a 
young, fucked-up kid in love would do. Thankfully, most everyone was too smashed to notice when he slipped 
up, except maybe Axl, who was too caught up in his own struggle to say anything anyway. But then Izzy had 


cleaned up his act, and nothing was ever quite the same again. 


Getting sober, Izzy thought, was probably the best and worst thing he'd ever done for himself. He was coming 
down into another little valley, covered in a blanket of purple and yellow wildflowers. He stopped for a moment 
and knelt down, rolling the stem of one between his fingers. Getting sober saved his life and his sanity. It was a 
hard teacher. It forced him to look around himself with a clear head, for once, and what he saw was not what 
he remembered. He started fighting with Axl and Duff started drifting away from him, something that Izzy 
had to watch happen, powerless to stop it. They still played together, though, still talked, still understood what 
the other was going through in spite of everything. Izzy pulled the love that addiction had put at the back of 
his throat deep back into his chest. But sometimes ravines just become too wide to jump across, love and 


understanding be damned. 

Duff had been upset when he'd quit, he knew that much, had walked out of the "band meeting" in which Izzy's 
management had presented his resignation. He was mad at Axl, Izzy knew, for pushing Izzy away. But he was 
mad at Izzy too, they all were, despite the unfairness of that, Izzy thought, frowning at his little yellow flower. 
But Duff had come around, if only because anger was a lonely road to walk down. And later, talking on the 
phone wasn't always a cakewalk. Duff was fucked up almost all the time, and eventually Izzy was the only one 


that called first. Duff would answer, but the cross of initiation fell onto Izzy's shoulders. Izzy shook his head. 
To just forget and not forgive, he thought, gently picking his flower, means only that you suffer twice. 


"Hello, this is Duff" 

"Hey, Rose 

"Axl!" Duff laughed in spite of himself "Dude, how are you?" 

"Are you fuckin’ kidding me? Don't you think | should be the one asking you that?" 


"Just checking. I'm doing okay. Pretty fucking miserable, honestly, and all | can think about is how much | want 
a fucking drink But I'm alive," Duff sat down at the kitchen counter. 


"That's so fucking rough, man. I'm sorry. What have you been doing with your time since you got out of the 
ER? How long've you been out?" 


‘Its been about 2 weeks. All I've done is throw up, sweat, and shake, basically. It only really started getting 
better yesterday." 


"Sounds like you shoulda stayed in the hospital.” 
"Maybe so, but | was ready to get the hell out of there. Especially once Izzy got here." 


There was a pause. "Izzy's there?" 


"Yeah." 

"Why the hell is Izzy there?" 

Duff rolled his eyes. "Because | asked him to come stay with me, Axl" 
"And he just did?" 

“Obviously, dude." 

Axl hmphed. "I see." 

Duff changed the subject. "Ax, you've been working out a lot lately, right?" 
"Yeah," Axl still sounded irritated. "Why?" 

"Cause | was thinking that instead of rehab, | might just do that." 

"Work out?" 

"Well, exercise. Bike, specifically. What do you think?" 

"I think it's a good idea," Axl said briskly. "| hope you're drinking a lot of water." 
"| am. 

"Good. Well, | gotta go. Take care of yourself and if | can help, call me." 
"Okay," Duff said dubiously. "Talk to you later." 

The dial tone buzzed in his ear and he set the phone down 

"Hey Duff?" came Izzy's voice from the back porch. "Can you c'mere?" 


Duff got up slowly from the bar stool and went to the backdoor. "Christ, Izzy, its dark out, why don't you 


have a light on?" 
Duff saw his dark outline shrug. "You can turn it on if you want." 


He flipped the switch and the fan on the ceiling of the porch came to life, the light fixture glowing orange and 
the blades whirring. He stepped out onto the deck and pulled the chain three times, and the blades stilled. 


"Cold enough as it is." 


Izzy was, once again, curled up around his guitar. His eyes looked dark in the warm artificial light. "Who was 


that on the phone?" 
"Axl" 


'| knew it," Izzy tilted his head back to the ceiling as his fingers played a flamenco-sounding riff. "What did he 


say?" 


"Not a whole lot of anything, really," Duff said, lowering himself into the rocking chair next to the swing. "He 


wanted to check on me. Clammed up when | mentioned that you were here." 


"Ah, don't worry about that," Izzy said dismissively, fingers dancing over his fretboard. "He's probably just mad 


at me." 
"Why?" 


“Cause he asked me to come visit him, ‘talk to him," Izzy made air quotes with his fingers, "in West Hollywood 
four months ago and | wouldn't do it." 


"Why not?" 

Izzy shrugged. "Just didn't feel like it” 

Duff laughed. "Shit, Izzy, it's only like a two hour drive." 

"| know." 

Duff just watched him for a second. He had a yellow flower poking out of his bandana. 
| thought things were fine between you guys." 

"Yeah, fine," Izzy said, scowling. "Fine like a fuckin’ tumor." 

"Well, shit" 


"Hey, it's not down to me," Izzy said, picking out the notes in an A chord. "Its down to him. And he still wants 
to act like I'm the one that abandoned him. Like it's my fault" 


‘Izzy, it's only a two hour drive," Duff said again. 


"Yeah, and l'm not wasting two hours' worth of premium gas to get lectured like a little kid" 


"But you'll waste eighteen hours’ worth to come up here and clean up after one." 
Izzy looked at him quickly. "You're not a little kid. And that wasnt a waste. 

"Well, he was nice enough to me about this whole crock of bullshit 

Izzy just shook his head and played a scale. "Okay 

"You're too hard on him, Izzy." 

Izzy snorted. 

"Don't do that,” Duff said 

"Then don't tell me lm too hard on him. Ive known him a hell of a lot longer.” 
"Oh, don't play that fucking card," Duff snapped. 


‘Its not a card," Izzy snapped back. "It's the truth. | can be as hard on him as | want after all the shit that 


happened. He's certainly not holding back when it comes to me." 
"He didn't say anything bad about you on the phone." 


"He didn't have to. He's just fucking mad that when he says jump, I'm not asking how high. ‘Cause that's what 


he wants now." 


"Izzy, you haven't been in a band with him for the past three years, and | have been. Stop acting like you know 
what you're talking about," Duff said angrily. 


Izzy set down his guitar with a thump. "| do fucking know what l'm talking about. Ever consider the fact that 
for those three precious years without me, you've been sloshed the entire time? Half the time you probably 
weren't even paying attention to what the fuck was going on. Just you wait. You'll go back and you'll see it all 


then, the same way that | did," he retorted. 


Duff felt like he'd been slapped. "Are you fucking kidding me? You come up here and act like you care and then 
that's what you have to say? That! probably don't even know what's going on in my own band? How do you 


know what | know? How do you know how much | fucking notice, Izzy? You're not inside of my head!" 
Izzy just gave him a dirty look. 
"Don't do that!" Duff said again. "Fucking say something, if you're going to say it. And don't try and tell me that 


the reason you left was because your eyes were suddenly fucking opened and a new light dawned and all that 


bullshit, you left because you're fucking selfish." 


Izzy just laughed, and the sound infuriated Duff even more. "Me? I'm the selfish one? | can't fucking believe 
that you're defending him this zealously. /m the fucking selfish one?" and Izzy laughed again 


"Stop laughing! God damn it, Izzy! It's not funny!" Duff sprang to his feet. "Just becouse you had to go off on 
your own. Do you have a conscience? What about the rest of us, in the middle of the fucking tour? But we 
don't matter! What mattered was what you wanted, and you wanted out, so you did. You did, and the rest of 
us could get fucked, right? Just because it wasn't exactly what you wanted anymore," Duff was pacing up and 
down the porch. "| get it, that you fucking follow your heart and all that shit, Izzy, but Jesus, sometimes you 
need to be fucking logical!" 

Izzy shook his head. "You don't understand.” 

"Don't tell me | don't fucking understand!" Duff yelled. "I understand better than you think!" 


"Don't you fucking yell at me, Duff!" Izzy got to his feet too, fuming. "After | came up here on your goddamn 


whim" 

"You didn't have to come! If you didn't want to, you should've just said so!" 

| don't do anything | don't want to, anymore. That should tell you something." 

"Oh, shut up," Duff bit back. "Don't give me that bullshit. You're only digging yourself deeper.” 

"If this is what you wanted to say, why didn't you just say it when | left? Huh? Would've been easy enough, if 
that's really what you think of me. If you think I'm so selfish, why were you the only one that walked out of 
that stupid fucking meeting when they told you?" 


"| was upset, Izzy! | was fucking surprised! | didn't want to hear any more of that legal bullshit!" 


"Yeah, you were fucking upset! Upset that | was fucking gone! Weren't you, Duff? Say it! | know that's why, Axl 
told me! He told me that you didn't talk to him for two fucking weeks afterwards!" 


"Shut up!" 


Izzy shook his head and threw his hands up. "Don't you blame me the way he does. The way Slash does. | didn't 
stop fighting, it's just that the cause ceased to exist." 


Its not fair that you just fucking gave up, Izzy! When you didn't want to deal with it anymore, and you just 
fucking let it go!" 


"And what the fuck else | was | supposed to do?" Izzy was yelling back now. "Hold onto something that was only 
hurting me, the way you've done? | don't do that shit, Duffi Not anymore, | don't do it! | did it long enough! You 


think it was so fucking easy for me to leave, well, it wasn't! Not by a goddamn fucking long shot!" Izzy's hands 
clenched into fists and his eyes started burning so violently that Duff found his tongue stuck. Izzy went on, 


shooting words one after another like bullets. 


‘It was the most painful fucking thing I've ever had to do! It was worse than cutting an arm off, Duff, 
goddamn it! Because it was like cutting out my own heart! Fuck! How fucking dare you say that it was easy! | 
had to look around myself,” Izzy swept his arm in a circle, "and face the reality that something that had once 
meant so much to me had deteriorated into something | couldn't recognize. Something that | had started, and | 
couldn't even stand by it! That fucking contract was just the last fucking straw. I'd had one foot out of the 
door but | couldn't quite do it, couldn't quite pull the trigger, couldn't quite cut those ties. | wasn't fucking 
ready, | loved too hard. And then he fucking sends me that! After everything I've done! After everything | did 
for him, for the band, for us! After all we'd been through!" Izzy's breath was heaving, his eyes bright. "No, 
that was it. And he hates that | had the guts to pull out, he thinks that | didn't care anymore. Well, he's 


fucking wrong, and the rest of you are too. I'll always care!" 

Izzy took a deep breath and turned away. 

There was silence. Duff heard crickets in the grass beyond the porch. 

"Izzy. 

"What," Izzy said bitterly. Not a question, just a little stab, like a barbed dart. 

"If it hurt so bad, why did you do it?" Duff asked quietly. 

"Because | had to. There was nothing left for me." 

"| don't understand how you can say that" 

"It was too much. Too fucking big. | didn't want it anymore." 

There was more silence. Izzy sat back down, looking away, out into the yard. 

"After you left," Duff said quietly, taking a step towards him, "things weren't right. They're not right now, not 
right with Gilby, won't be right with anyone else, and they'll never be right again until you come back. And 
you're never coming back, are you, Izzy?" 

Izzy slowly shook his head. "I don't want to look back, Duff. I've already come to terms with all of that shit and 
that pain, I've already worked through it. | don't need to do it again | don't feel guilty. | feel like | followed my 


instinct and I've been better for it." 


"Can | sit with you?" Duff asked. 


Izzy just nodded, crossing his arms. 
Duff sat down next to him on the swing. "Iz. I'm sorry. | know you didn't have to come up here, and you did it 
anyway. It's not fair of me to say that shit to you. Its not. | know you did what you felt was right. And, well, | 


can't ask any more than that" 


"So why the tirade against me now?" Izzy asked. Duff felt a pang of guilt. There was something in his voice, 
but he couldn't tell if it was anger or sadness. 


‘lm sorry," he said again. "| guess.. | guess its like what you said. | came out of a fog, and there's all this shit 
just waiting for me as soon as it cleared up.. | guess that's probably why | waited until | had to leave it. | don't 


want to face it, Izzy." 


Izzy turned to look at him. "Facing it is better than having it live in the recesses of your mind for another 
three years." 


To Duff's shame, he saw tears in Izzy's eyes 

"Izzy, lm sorry. You're not selfish" 

"Yeah? What am |, then?" Izzy asked, turning away again and crossing his arms. 

"Smart," Duff sighed. "You're just fucking smart, smarter than I've been, that's for sure 

"Uh huh 

"| mean it" 

"Whatever, Duff" But Izzy didn't sound angry anymore. 

Duff just closed his eyes and listened to the wind blowing through the trees. He felt strangely better, as if 
pouring out his thoughts like vomit had unstopped some kind of tightness in his chest. He had made a mess, 


but smashed his bad feelings along with everything else. 


If it was a long road ahead, Duff thought, shaking his head, he guessed that he had just made the first stop. 


Oxygen 


It stormed that night, and Izzy couldn't sleep. He sat on the window sill in the guest room, stared out into the 
rain, and smoked a cigarette, which he hadn't done in days. 


So he had been right. Izzy rested his forehead against the cool glass of the window. To wonder why Duff was 
upset was wishful thinking, really. Izzy knew exactly why Duff felt the way he did, and while he didn't agree 
with it and hated to admit it, Duff had a point. Leaving in the middle of a tour was a shitty thing to do. But, he 
thought, if it had been a nine month tour, then yeah, he would've gone ahead and finished it. But there was no 
fucking way that he was going to go through another year and a half in an old, shrunken shirt that didn't fit 
him anymore. Leaving for good was like pulling part of Guns N' Roses away, peeling it off, a part that would 
never grow back. It hurt Izzy as much as it hurt Duff. 


Izzy blew out his smoke slowly. Duff had felt bad once he'd stopped yelling, Izzy could tell. In truth, it was 
probably better this way, better to have his heart hurting now than to have the air hang heavy with 
unspoken words between the two of them for the rest of the time he stayed. Although, he thought, that was 
another question. Maybe he should just leave, after all. Could leave tomorrow morning. Could leave right now, if 


he wanted to. He wasn't sleepy at all. 


Izzy sat still for a moment and then got up and walked across the room. In the hallway, it was black and silent, 
except for the sound of rain pounding the roof. According to his watch, it was just past one o' clock. He moved 
quietly down the hall, his bare feet sinking slightly into the carpet, the cherry of his cigarette glowing bright 
orange in the dark He took another pull off of it and stopped at the landing, looking back towards Duffs room. 
His door was open, but there were no lights on and no noise coming from it. Izzy went down the stairs. He 
stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on the kitchen counter and grabbed his car keys from next to it, 
stuffing them into his back pocket before pulling on the blue sweatshirt, which was draped over the couch, and 
shoving his feet into his sneakers. Unlocking the front door, he slipped out into the driveway. 


The rain was cold, but Izzy didn't mind. He walked quickly to his car, unlocked it, and slid into the driver's side. 
Trying not to get too much water on the leather seat, he turned the key, and the straight-piped exhaust 
rumbled and crackled to life, cutting through the noise of the storm. He tapped the clutch and shifted into 
reverse, backing slowly out of the sloped driveway, before putting the car into first and then second and 
thundering down the street: 


He had to try and be understanding, Izzy thought as he turned onto Charlestown. Duff had just lost a part of 
his life as well as his organ, which was a pretty fair reason to be upset. And, after all, he had apologized. On 
the other hand, he thought, easing into third, sometimes people said what they truly meant when they were 
angry, expressed the sentiments they'd been harboring for years. Was Duff's anger that kind? Had he always 
thought of Izzy as a self-centered dick? Or was it the kind of frustrated anger that spilled from the heart, 
the kind that had to be expressed and subsequently apologized for in order for wounds to close? Izzy didn't 


know and didn't feel like using the brain power it would take to puzzle over it. He was hurt. 


He kept going straight and rolled down his window a tiny bit, about an inch at the top, just enough to let the 
sound of the rain come in. He considered turning on the radio but decided against it; the water against the roof 
was music enough. He ran a hand over the smooth leather of the steering wheel and sighed, leaning forward, 
letting the rolling thunder wrap around his mind, calming him. No matter what Duff thought, life would go on, 
Izzy thought. He knew what he had done, had known what he was doing at the time, and he would never go 
back, not for any price in the world. The solitude and peace of mind that he had found outside of Guns was 
just the beginning payback for the six years of madness, and Izzy had so much living left to do. So much 


music still inside of him. So many places left to explore. 


He nudged the car onto southwest Orleans Street and followed the short curve in the road before turning onto 
5th. The question was, he thought, where was he going to start? Was it time to leave Seattle, go back to 
Apple Valley? He had set Duff back on his feet well enough, cleaned up his house, thrown out his shit, and seen 
him through the worst of the sickness. He wasn't weak, he didn't need a babysitter - Izzy knew he would be 
just fine without him. Plus, he had Andy and Eddy and Kim, and all his other old friends to look after him, help 
him if he needed it. He didn't need Izzy. But, Izzy thought, why, then, had he asked him to come all the way up 
here? He'd missed him, yeah. Hadn't talked to him in a while. But was that it? Was there more going on? Was it 
even worth staying any longer to find out, or was it better to just cut his damn losses and get out of town on 


his own, so he could stop worrying about it? 


The rain started coming down even harder as Izzy turned left onto Beach Drive Southwest, and he rolled up 
his window. The road followed the curve of the coastline, and he stared out at the choppy water, gray in the 
darkness, whitecaps rolling in and frothing against the seawall. He only went a short distance before shifting 
down and slowly pulling left into the Me Kwa Mooks Park parking lot, which was dimly lit by two yellow 
streetlamps shining hazily through the rain. Izzy parked, turned off the car, and sat still, putting his head into 
his hands, breathing deeply. A muted ache from his heart reverberated throughout his body, and he allowed 
himself to feel it, allowed the pain to pulsate faintly through him. It will be okay, he told himself. It will be okay, 


because everything always is in the end. 


He pulled the key from the ignition, put it in his pocket, and opened the door, getting out quickly, trying to avoid 
getting to much water inside. The rain instantly hit him like an ice bath, but it felt kind of good, Izzy thought, 
locking the car. It made his skin tingle, awakened his senses. He turned and walked to the curb, looking both 
ways across the wet street, he saw no headlights, so he jogged across the road, sneakers squeaking on the 
pavement. The grass on the other side was scruffy, with rainwater pooling around the tufts, making it squishy, 
and Izzy crossed it and walked down the staircase that led to the platform by the ocean. His wet hair was 
getting plastered to his face, and he shook it back behind his shoulders, wishing he'd brought a bandana. His 
sweatshirt had already been soaked through, turning it a dark navy, and he felt the cold water running down 
the warm skin of his back, giving him goosebumps all over his neck and arms. He shivered with relish. It felt 


delicious. 


Leaning against the metal rail atop the seawall, Izzy felt the spray on his face and licked his lips, tasting the 
saltiness of the water. He considered lighting a cigarette, but thought better of it - it would get put out 
instantly anyway, in this downpour. Instead, he stared out at the waves and let the water from the sea and 
the sky bathe his cheeks, running down his face like tears. 


He could leave. Leave as he'd left so many things, get back in the car, turn it south, and not look back, go 
home or go to the coast. The words that had been unspoken had been voiced, the weight was off of the 
shoulders, the air was clear. The chapter had been closed, finally. And he could close the book now, accept his 
fate, keep the love down deep in his chest and walk away. Izzy turned his face up to the sky, letting the cold 


drops splash onto his face. Yes, there was so much living for him elsewhere. But.. 


He turned his head down to look at the rolling waves again, crashing against the seawall one after another, 


dissolving into white foam. But there was so much living for him left for him here, too. 


He turned and walked along the seawall. He had been soaked, his sweatshirt sticking to him like an icy second 
skin, his wet jeans black in the dim light. The roar of the rain and the ocean filled his ears as he ran his hand 
along the rail, walked the length of the platform, eyes soft in the darkness. No, Izzy thought, no. Repression 
was a game he had played too long. 


The story, he decided, wasn't finished. 


Duff didn't move when he heard the Camaro start through the storm, but a nasty sinking feeling traveled 
from his heart to his stomach. Fuck He reached up and put his hands over his face, and listened to the growl 
of the motor as it revved and got farther and farther away, going down the street. 


And Izzy left him again 


He felt numb. He glanced at the clock. It was one fifteen. He stared back up at the ceiling, a terrible sensation 
of helplessness snaking its way through him and grabbing around his heart, squeezing tighter and tighter until 
he gasped out. zy. He was gone. Gone, as he always was and as he had been before, like the wind down the 
road. And Duff was left with this feeling, this all too familiar feeling of motionlessness without him. Maybe, he 
thought, he did need him, after all. Needed him the way that smoldering coals need oxygen to burst into flame. 
He could move so much more easily, Duff thought. Izzy drifted and lit what he wanted to, and he flowed 
around Duff like a Midwestern breeze around wet green wood, drying it. Things that are still need a moving 
entity to push them, stream over them, just as things that move need something still to push and stream 


over, or else they become useless, drifting forever as if lost through empty air. 
Duff turned over, staring out the window at the rain coming down. Yes, he would still have Andy, and Eddy, and 


Joe. And he would have Axl, and Slash, and Matt. But the thought didn't help, Duff realized. He should have 
been better.. he should have tried harder. 


"Guys," Izzy had said. "Guys, we gotta do something about this bullshit. We need to learn some kind of cover or 
something for when Axl leaves the stage, we can't keep letting people down like this.” 


And Duff had lit a cigarette. Slash had said, "Yeah, | guess." 


"So what do you want to play?" and Izzy had sat down on the arm of the couch in the dressing room, looking 
at them, hands around his guitar. "Whats a good instrumental, or at least something that | can sing? Or that 
Duff can sing?" 


And Duff had shrugged, his head pounding. It was hard to see what the fuck Izzy was so worried about. They 


were still selling out dates, regardless of whatever Axl was doing. He took a drag off of his cigarette. 
And Izzy had crossed his arms. "Slash, what do you think?" 
And Slash had said, "| dunno, man" His words were fuzzy. "Hey, let's grab a beer." 


And Izzy had stared at him. And then he had looked at Duff and stared at him for a long, long moment. Duff 
hadn't met his eyes. It hurt too much. And then, Izzy had gotten up, turned on his heel, and left the room. 


Duff closed his eyes. There had been another time, too.. only last year. It was in England, May in England. End 
of May, when Gilby had broken his hand, or his arm, or whatever it had been And Izzy.. Izzy had come back. It 
was so hard to remember. That had been the last of the five dates that he played for, in England. 

"Duff? You doing okay, man?" Izzy had said. 

And Duff had looked at him through a haze, wondering if this man could possibly be who he remembered, it all 
seemed so dreamy. Seemed so unreal. This couldn't be him, could it? Could he really be here, in all this 


madness.. it seemed so unlikely. He'd shrugged. 


And Izzy had just looked at him. Looked at him while his fingers worked over his Gibson ES-I75. Like he was 
waiting, waiting for what, Duff didn't know. He didn't know what to think. 


And then the next day, Duff didn't see him for hours. He'd gone to Axl. 
"Ax," he'd said, "where's Izzy hiding?" 
And Axl had just given him a look. "He's gone. He left last night. He's gone." 


And Duff hadn't said anything. Didn't know what to say. Just went back into his room and drank until he passed 


out. 
Chances, Duff thought, opening his eyes again. He'd had chances. 
Which was part of the reason why it was so damn amazing that Izzy had jumped at that request on the phone 


call, didn't wait a second, just came. Just flowed. And he'd cleaned the house. Threw out all the shit. Took Duff 
in his arms when he'd seen him, despite everything, despite the fact that Duff had shrugged. 


Just shrugged. 


And Izzy, Duff thought miserably, Izzy had done it all anyway. What was it that he'd said? "I don't do anything 
that | don't want to do anymore." He'd wanted to come, so he had. And now, he wanted to leave, and he'd done 
that too. And Duff didn't blame him. Couldn't blame him. After all the time, after all the shit, couldn't blame 


him at all. 


Duff woke up the next morning with a pounding headache. He let himself drift out of sleep slowly. He wasn't 
ready to wake up, didn't want to wake up, and buried his face into the pillow in the darkness. He stayed that 
way, in between sleeping and wakefulness, for another half an hour, a dull pain in his chest, his heart pounding 


away in his head. 


When he finally got up, he glanced at the clock. It was already eleven thirty. Reluctantly, he opened his 
curtains, the bright sunlight making him wince. The storm had left the outside world fresh and wet and clear. 
It was a beautiful day. Duff turned away from the window and went into the bathroom. God, he thought, | 
could fucking use a drink. Would like to drink myself into a fucking stupor right now. He brushed his teeth and 
washed his hands, looking at himself in the mirror. He looked better. His sores had healed, the bloating had gone 
down. He didn't look sick anymore - he looked tired. He felt tired. 


He flicked off the light in the bathroom, tugged on some jeans and a t-shirt, and went down the hall. he 
stopped in front of the guest bedroom. The door was shut. Duff leaned his head against the doorjamb, closing 
his eyes. Wasn't going to look inside. Too fucking depressing. Too empty. After a moment, he picked himself up 
and went slowly down the stairs, hand dragging along the polished wooden railing. 


Fuck, man, Duff thought. Just fuck 


In the kitchen, he frowned at a pot of water that had been left sitting on the stove. When, he wondered, did 
that get there? Probably last night at some point. He pulled it off the burner and then stopped. It was still 


warm. 


Duff stood still as his heartbeat sped up steadily. He looked around. Looked back at the pot of water. And then 
he strode to the back door as quickly as he could, flung it open, and stepped out onto the porch. 


And there was Izzy. Duff tried to catch his breath. He was, of course, sitting cross-legged on the swing and 
picking away at his guitar, and he was shirtless, only wearing a pair of black boxer briefs and a wooden 
necklace. Tendons stood out in his tan forearms as he hugged his guitar to his bare chest, his fingers working 
up and down the neck. 


“zy! 


Izzy looked up. "Oh. Hey," he said. 


Duff laughed and put his head in his hand. 


Izzy frowned. "Duff?" What's up?" he set down his guitar flat in his lap and took a gulp from the mug on the 


ground next to him. 

Duff just shook his head, not looking up. 

"What is it? Cmere," Izzy patted the space next to him on the swing. 

Duff went wordlessly and sat down next to him, trying not to stare. It had been a long time since he'd seen 
Izzy without a shirt. He had no fat on his stomach, just smooth tan skin that bunched up over his abs when 
he bent over his guitar, like he was doing now. Duff blinked 

Izzy was gazing at him questioningly. "Earth to Duff. You look like you've seen a ghost." 

| thought you left last night, man" 

"| did" 

"| mean like.. | thought you left for good." 


Izzy's eyebrows furrowed slightly. "Well, | guess it's pretty obvious now that | didn't.. why'd you think that?" 


"Heard your car start at like one in the morning," Duff said. His heartbeat was acting fucked up, he thought. 


"Figured you'd had enough of me and were headed out." 


Izzy drank some more tea and shook his head. "Nah. And don't say that. I'm not going to just ‘have enough of 
you," he made air quotes again, "and up and leave. | just felt like driving. Needed to think” 


The color of Izzy's eyes, Duff thought, was hard to put a finger on. One second they looked gray-blue, and 


another green-brown, like twin pieces of verdite. 

"What were you thinking about?" he asked. 

Izzy looked out into the backyard. "| dunno." 

"You do know. If you don't want to share, just say so." 

He shook his head again. "It's not really that | don't want to share. | just... | dunno." 


"Okay," Duff said. 


Izzy looked at him. "Don't be upset." 

Duff just laughed, "l'm not upset, lz" 

"Good," Izzy sounded relieved and gave Duff a small smile. Then he drank some more tea 

Duff knew he was staring at him, but suddenly it was hard to stop. The bridge of Izzy's nose, he noticed, was 
very straight, and the skin on his jaw was smooth, with a couple of small nicks from shaving. He had his nose 


piercing in, a little silver stud He didn't have a unibrow, but a few stray dark brown hairs grew in between his 


eyebrows. 
"j2" 

"Mm?" 

"You wanna go on a walk or something?" 

Izzy looked at him. 

Duff swallowed. 

"Yeah, | wanna go on a walk," Izzy set his guitar on the floor in front of him. Duff watched as he unfolded his 
legs and got to his feet, his body long and lean. Duff felt funny. He knew he should look away, but it was like he 
couldn't. 

"Guess I'd better go put on some pants," Izzy said. 

"Guess so," Duff said. 

Izzy took himself and his tea inside. 

Duff let out a breath that hadn't known he'd been holding. He looked at the guitar. It had been a good while, he 
thought, and Izzy wouldn't mind. He picked it up gently, fingers running down the strings, feeling the metal that 
Izzy had been caressing so much for the past three weeks. His fingers acted of their own accord, strumming 


out the acoustic part of Man in the Meadow. How sweet it was, he thought, to not be alone. 


After a couple of minutes, he looked around and there was Izzy, newly clad in black jeans, watching him silently 


from the doorway. Duff stopped playing immediately. Izzy smiled. 
"You don't have to stop. It's nice." 


"No, that's okay," Duff said quickly, setting the guitar down and standing up. "You wanna go now?" 


"Sure." Izzy took two cigarettes out of the pack he'd been holding and shoved it in his back pocket of his jeans. 
He'd also put on a navy button-down, but the sleeves were rolled up to his elbows and he hadn't bothered to 
button it up. "You want one?" 

"What? Oh, yeah." 

Izzy handed him one of the cigarettes and motioned Duff in closer. Duff stepped in and bent down, and Izzy lit 
them both up at the same time, the flame licking both ends as they touched. Duff could smell him through 
the scent of tobacco - he smelled like chamomile tea and something clean but musky, like wet leather. Duff 
straightened up. 

"Thanks." 

"Yeah," Izzy put the lighter in his pocket along with the Marlboros. "You lead" 

"Okay," Duff jumped down the two steps and into the grass. "You like the backyard, huh?" 


"Yeah," Izzy said again, putting his hands in his pockets and following. "It's peaceful out here. Nice and big. | like 
these trees." 


"Me too. They're Sitka alders." 

They walked through the backyard and out the gate, their smoke swirling together in the cool afternoon air. 
Duff led Izzy over the same hills he'd walked the day before, their footprints falling side by side this time in 
the damp grass. 

"That was quite a storm last night," Izzy said, kicking a rock and watching it skid down the path. 

"Yeah. Hope you didn't walk out in it. You'll get sick” 

"You're only saying that ‘cause you know | did." 

"Yeah," Duff laughed. 

"It was nice," Izzy said. "It made me feel a shit ton better." 


Duff looked at him guiltily. "That's good" 


Izzy just nodded. His cigarette dangled from his lips, his eyes looking ahead. The sunlight made all the colors on 
him stand out in sharp relief, Duff thought. 


They went up and down the little hills together. Duff went slowly, and Izzy followed his lead - he was still weak, 
and Izzy wasn't in a rush, anyway. They had all the time in the world. 


"Do you ever look back?" the question had spilled from Duff's lips before he could stop it. 
"Look back?" Izzy looked at him. "You know that | do sometimes, | told you about it last night" 
"Well, | thought that might have been a one-time thing for my benefit” 


"No," he said, "it wasn't. | don't do it often, but | do. | was just thinking not too long ago about- you know what | 
was thinking about?" 


"What's that?" 

"When we stole those parts on Steve's set," Izzy smiled. "Ah, fuck, those were good times." 

Duff laughed. "Man, yeah, | remember. | remember." 

‘It was your idea" 

"| guess it was, wasn't it?" 

"Yeah," Izzy chuckled. 

"And from there on out, all the other good ideas were yours." 

Izzy just rolled his eyes. 

"You can roll your eyes all you want but it's true.” 

"No, it's not.” 

"Hey, lz?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Pull off that right sleeve for a second." 

"Off?" Izzy glanced at him and then did him one better, pulling his shirt off completely. 

Duff stopped, and Izzy did too. Izzy stared at him. Duff was chewing his lip, apparently without noticing what 
he was doing. He reached out, and Izzy stiffened as Duff's thumb touched his bare shoulder, brushing over his 


skin, tracing the ink there. Guns N Roses Izzy felt heat spread all over his body from the contact. Goosebumps 
and chills broke out over his skin. He shifted. 


"Just remembered that you had this," Duff said quietly. His finger pressed lightly into Izzy's skin. 
"The chip on my shoulder," Izzy said jokingly. He didn't feel joking. He felt hot. Duff was standing close. 
"You're silly" 

'No, you're silly 

Duff looked up and straight into his eyes. 

"l2?" 

"Yeah?" Izzy swallowed. 

"Thanks for coming back" Duff let the hand touching Izzy's tattoo fall back to his side. 


Izzy blinked. "Yeah," he said. "I'll always come back." 


The Pilgrimage, Part | 


Duff fell asleep on the couch when they returned to the house that afternoon. When he woke up two hours 
later, the house was filled with the smell of something cooking, the fragrance drifting lazily from room to 


room. 


He sat up, and realized that a blanket had been laid over him. He looked over to the kitchen. Izzy had his back 
to him, digging around in a plastic bag on the counter, hair pulled back behind a bandana. 


"lz?" Duff said sleepily. 
Izzy looked over quickly and grinned. "Hey, sleepyhead. Thought you were going into hibernation 


"Ha ha, very funny,” Duff said drily. He ambled over to the kitchen and filled a glass with water, eyeing the pot 


on the stove. "What's that? It smells fuckin’ amazing." 


Izzy chuckled. "It's black jasmine rice. | had to go to the store for more coffee while you were passed out, so | 


picked some other stuff up too while | was there” 

"What else did you get?" Duff asked, settling himself onto a barstool and sipping his water. 

Izzy peeked in the bag. "Avocados, mangos, tomatoes, corn, pineapple, and a bunch of spices and shit" 

"That's a lot” 

"Yeah," Izzy cracked the lid on his rice and gave it a poke with a fork "I thought I'd make us some, you know," 
he swirled his hand, “like, some fuckin’ rice bowls. Since you need to take it easy in the food department 


anyway, and l'm tired of eating crackers and cheese." 


"Sorry," Duff winced. "| don't have much here, | know. | should've sent Andy to get some groceries when | knew 


you were coming." 

"IFs fine," Izzy shook his head. "I don't mind. Where's the cutting board?" 
"Cabinet left of the sink," Duff got up and refilled his drained glass. 

"Is good that you're drinking water. You need to keep that up." 

"Mhm." 


Duff watched him amusedly. He cut up all the fruit he'd bought and grouped it neatly on the cutting board, 


and was now rummaging around for two bowls. 


"So you're a chef now, huh?" Duff teased, 
Izzy snorted. "Hardly. Just don't feel like going out to eat tonight” 
"Maybe we could get out some time this week. | could show you some of my old haunts." 


"Sure," Izzy said. He pulled the steaming rice off of the burner and divided it into two before dumping the 


chunks of fruit on top. "Do you want cumin or turmeric or both?" 
"Um... both, | guess." 

Duff watched as Izzy let spice fly like a small, orange snowstorm. 
"Thanks." 

"Mhm," Izzy said again. "C'mon, let's go eat on the back porch." 


Duff laughed. "Jesus, Izzy, | might as well just throw out my sofa and kitchen table. We can just live on the 


porch." 
Izzy just shrugged and gave a little half-smile, picking up his food. "It's a nice night" 


He took the swing, and Duff took the rocking chair. He looked, Duff thought, so effortless, so relaxed. He made 
everything seem so easy, with that kind of lazy grace that was the lzzy trademark. 


"You gonna eat?" 


"Huh? Oh. Yeah, of course," Duff realized he'd been staring again and turned to his food. "Fuck, Izzy, this is 
good." 


"Glad you like it” 

They ate in companionable silence. It was, Duff thought, probably the best meal that he'd had in two years. 
The sun had already gone down, and the crickets were starting up their music, floating around the house and 
settling gently upon the two of them. 

"What was that you were playing earlier?" Izzy asked. 


"What, before we left? Man in the Meadow. The one | did for Todd" 


"Oh, that's right. From Believe in Me, right?" 


"Yeah. West played on it" 

"Right. | remember now." 

"Izzy," Duff said, setting aside his empty bowl, "that was fuckin’ fantastic, man. Thanks." 

"You're welcome," Izzy said, scraping the bottom with his spoon "I make it at home sometimes." 

Duff stretched his legs out in front of him, putting his hands behind his head. He felt warm. 

"Hey," he said after a moment, "could | hear what you've been working on?" 

Izzy's eyes shone in the twilight. "Yeah, you want to?" 

"Yeah." 

"Here," Izzy held out his hand, "I can take that to the kitchen I'll get the guitar. Its in my room." 

Duff handed over the bowl, and Izzy stepped inside. 

Duff took a deep breath and gave himself a quick shake. He felt funny, almost high, the air around him thick 
with something dreamlike. If it had been several years earlier, he thought, chuckling, he would have thought 
that Izzy had spiked the rice. It seemed like something he would have done. As it was.. he rested his chin in his 
hand. 

Izzy came back out, the screen door clicking as he closed it. "What do you want to hear?" he asked, moving 
back over to the swing. He looked at Duff expectantly, tucked one of his dreads behind his ear, his other hand 
sliding down the neck of the guitar to rest on the second fret. 

"Just anything," Duff said. "Whatever you feel like playing.” 

"Hmm," he strummed a G. "Something with singing or no singing?" 

"Either" 

"Kay." 

Something sweet but minor began softly and grew to pour from the guitar. Duff watched Izzy. His brows were 
furrowed very slightly in concentration, his dark eyes gazing off into the distance. His hands moved gently, 


almost lovingly, Duff thought, over the strings, pressing and sliding. Imprecise, but it didn't need to be precise. 


Izzy began to sing. 


"I can tell you why it happened..something's been pullin’ me to you.. no apologies have been requested, far 


beneath a yellow moon" 


His voice, Duff thought.. he had almost forgotten what it sounded like when Izzy sang. A hint of Midwestern 


drawl showed through; it was rough but smooth at the same time. Familiar and warm. 


Izzy strummed out a few more chords and ended on an F sharp minor. The vibrations echoed in the air around 


them. Duff was quiet. 

"What do you think?" Izzy asked, looking at him. He reached up and pushed back his dreads again 
"Beautiful. Really nice." 

"Yeah?" Izzy smiled. "Thanks. That one's been bouncing around my head for a while." 

"Sound pretty personal," Duff said tentatively. Safest way of asking. 


"Yep," said Izzy, as a way of answering. He set down the guitar and lit a cigarette. 


Later that night, in bed, Duff found himself staring at the ceiling again, unable to fall asleep. Traces of the 
song floated through his head, the echo of Izzy's smoky voice curling around his mind. The look in Izzy's eyes 
and on his face when he'd played it was something that Duff seldom saw from him. It wasn't often, Duff 
thought, but sometimes, it seemed like you could look through Izzy's eyes and straight into his heart, like a 


window, but only when he chose to let you see. You could see it in his eyes when he let his guard down. 


It had happened before, when they'd argued, when Izzy's eyes had flared like wildfire. Even without the 
shouting and the swearing, his eyes would have given his feelings away. And, Duff realized, rolling onto his back, 
it had happened more than once today, even. The first time had been when they'd been outside earlier, when 
he'd touched his fingertips to Izzy's arm. That wasn't wildfire, though. It had been a darkening, a kind of black 
ash smoulder. Something slow, hot, and deep behind those verdite eyes. 


He couldn't help wondering, as he turned over once more and began to drift off, what it would take to see that 


look again. 


Life, Duff thought, was a funny thing. It beats us up, not for its own masochistic pleasure, but with complete 
and perfect indifference, which seems to render our suffering decidedly pointless. But it gives in exactly the 
same way. And we take what we can get, for that reason alone - because we can get it - and we'll keep on 
taking it and even dish out some of our own, because indignance breeds fighting and fighting breeds fire, and 


it's much easier to fight when you can convince yourself that its you against the world when it's really just 


you against yourself. 


Duff stopped at the top of a rocky ridge, panting. Fuck, this hurt. It was a good hurt, growing pains, but it hurt 
like hell nonetheless. His lungs seared and he leaned over the handlebars, gazing down the trail. The morning was 


still misty and cool, light just beginning to glimmer over the tops of the trees. 


As soon as he got home he was going to wake up Izzy, he decided, as he pushed back off the ground and 
began to coast back down the rocky slope. He knew that Izzy wouldn't mind, and he didn't want to be awake 
without him for too much longer. 


Duff pedaled through the little basin at the bottom of the hill and then began the climb up the next one, 
breathing hard. Muscles long dormant were waking up, burning in his legs like alcohol in a cut. His shirt clung to 
his back and torso and sweat ran down his temples, sticking loose strands of hair to his face and neck He 
closed his eyes and pushed harder, leaning over the bike. He would not get off and start walking the damn 
thing. No way in hell. 


The sun rose slowly as Duff propelled himself up and down over the trail, over stones and tree roots, following 
the curves and twists of the path like a monk on a pilgrimage. Heat filled his bones and his veins, pumping like 
magma through the flesh that was coming back to earth, pulsing around his spine as each vertebra seemed to 
lock into place and realign behind his heart. His heart, Duff thought, was a recently re-discovered element. It 
had kept him alive, if only out of spite, and now it seemed almost bewildered by the energy that was being 
willingly flooded back into it like a chamomile sea, sloughing away what was dead and reminding it, as it 


reminded the man who owned it, that life was still standing by the door and waiting. 


The room, he thought, isn't darkest right after the lights go out. It's darkest right before they come back on. 
And the sun broke gradually over him as he rode slowly but steadily back, rode through the wet green grass 
and all the way up to the gate. 


Inside the house it was dark and quiet, most of the curtains and blinds still closed. Duff pulled off his sweaty 
shirt off and laid it over the edge of the counter like a dish towel before washing his hands in the sink with 
the dish soap. Knowing Izzy would want coffee when he woke up, he wiped his hands on his shorts and grabbed 
the tin of chicory from the top of the fridge, dumped some of it into a filter, and hit the Brew button. It was 
almost a shame to make something with such a strong scent, Duff thought, as the living room and kitchen 
both still smelled strongly of the lavender incense that Izzy had burned the night before as they'd sat on the 
couch, watching re-runs and going through the last of his Marlboros. 


Duff kicked off his shoes at the base of the stairs and went up them quietly, stopping at the first door in the 
hallway. Izzy's door was cracked partway open, and he hesitated a moment before gently pushing it wider and 
stepping into the room. It was full of soft light, the covered window glowing. 


Izzy was lying on his back, the covers bunched down around his waist, one arm behind his head and one resting 
on his stomach. The sheet, Duff noticed with a jolt, was tented around Izzy's narrow hips, a magnificent case 


of morning wood straining against it. Duff bit his lip and looked around, feeling, for some reason, like a guilty 


little kid and wondering if he should leave, but at the same time, not quite wanting to. Instead, he leaned against 
the doorway and just looked at him. His tan face was washed in the muted sunlight from the window, dark 
eyelashes fluttering every time he breathed, pectoral muscles rising and falling. There was no crease between 
his eyebrows now. He looked, Duff had to admit, extremely good. 

Izzy stirred, and he jumped. 

"Duff?" he murmured. 


Duff didn't know whether to answer or to back out as quickly as he could. Before he could decide, Izzy's eyes 


were all the way open, freezing him in the doorway. 

"What're you doing?" he asked sleepily, seemingly unaware of Duff's sudden paralysis. Izzy's eyes stayed on 
him, and Duff watched as he stretched like a sphinx, his hardness rubbing up against the underside of the 
sheet. It looked heavy and thick. Duff gulped 

"Sorry, |, uh, was making some coffee and | wanted to come see if you were up." 

‘lm not" Izzy said, putting his hands behind his head again and closing his eyes again. "Not yet." 

"| see that." 

Izzy cracked one eye. "Were you gonna wake me up?" 

"Yeah," Duff said. 

"Well, come on then," Izzy closed his eye again "Come wake me up." 

"You don't need my help,” Duff said. He cleared his throat. His voice sounded hoarse. 

"Mmm," Izzy hummed drowsily. 

Duff sighed. 

He took a deep, silent breath and then walked over to the bed, bending over it gingerly. Izzy's body was 
radiating heat, enough that Duff could feel it just from being near to him. He reached out and gently shook 
Izzy's shoulder, the skin smooth and warm beneath his hand. 

"C'mon, lz. Coffee's a-waitin'.” 


Izzy smiled but didn't open his eyes. 


'Izzyyyyy," Duff said, putting his other hand on Izzy's other shoulder, the one with the tattoo. "Coffeeeeee.” 


"Coffee," Izzy agreed sleepily. 

Duff shook him a little more firmly. "Yeah, coffee." 

Izzy opened his eyes, and only then did Duff realize how close he was to his face. He felt his stomach jump 
uncomfortably and went to move back, but stopped abruptly when he felt Izzy's hands grip onto his shoulders, 
holding him there. His eyes were burning dark green. The guard was down. They stayed that way, locked in each 
other's arms and staring, with only warm air between them, for a good ten seconds before Izzy let go. 

Duff moved back quickly. 

"Okay, l'm awake now," Izzy stretched again and sat up. 

"Okay," Duff said. His brain felt like it had been dunked in a deep fryer. 


lzzy rubbed his eyes and smiled. 


"IIl be downstairs," Duff mumbled, and turned around quickly. He didn’t think he was ready to face Izzy 
throwing off that bedsheet. 


Those fucking eyes, Duff thought, shaking his head as if trying to get water out of his ears. Like a lighter on 
two cigarettes. 


Force of Nature 
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Waking up to Duff's eyes on him, Izzy thought, was a sight that he could get used to. He dressed slowly, half- 
heartedly trying to flatten his dick enough to get it into his pants. Fuck, man. Sure would be rice to know how 
long Duff had been standing there staring at him. Shit, he was starting to look good again, like his old self. 
Puffiness going down, that glint returning to his eye. All the water and the biking certainly weren't bad for his 
body, either. And that expression that had been on his face.. Izzy didn't quite know what to make of it. 


Once he'd managed to squirm and squash his way into his jeans, he put on a button down, brushed his teeth, 
and shaved. His hair, he thought, staring into the mirror and poking at it, was starting to get ridiculous - 
should've brought some argan oil, of course Duff didn't have any. Maybe the whole foods place he'd gotten the 
chamomile tea at would have some. He made a mental note to stop by there and check as soon as possible. 

As lzzy turned the light out in the bathroom and headed towards the stairs, the smell of something cooking 
wafting up from the kitchen. Smiling slightly, he made his way down the stairs and turned the corner, where 
he was presented with the endearing sight of Duff frying eggs. As soon as he saw him, Duff grabbed a mug 
that was sitting on the counter and held it out. 

"This is for you." 


"Thanks," Izzy replied, taking the coffee and purposely brushing their hands together this time. Can't fucking 
help it, he thought. Old habits die fucking hard. 


"Yeah," Duff said, tipping two eggs onto a plate. "How many do you want?" 
"Two is good, thanks," Izzy smiled, sitting down on a bar stool. 

"Okay. You like home fries?" 

"Hell yes." 


Duff grinned and took three wet, washed potatoes off of the drain board. Izzy watched, sipping black coffee, as 
he cut them lengthwise and dropped them, sizzling, into the pan. 


"That smells fucking incredible." 
"Thought I'd pay you back for last night," Duff said guiltily. "Izzy, listen, I'll say to you the same thing | said to 


Andy - l'm never going to be able to adequately repay you for what you've done for me, even if | had a whole 
lifetime to try. And.. yeah, | don't know, | just." he shrugged. 


Izzy shook his head. "Duff, don't even worry about it. You're forgetting about all the shit you did for me, too. 
As far as l'm concerned, /m the one still trying to pay you back." 


"Like what?" Duff asked, flipping a potato despondently. 


"When | put myself into that fucking coma in Japan, and you came straight to my room from the gig. When | 
ODd at home and you found me and saved my life. When you drove me to the hospital when | was so sleep- 
deprived and coked up that | was shooting off my AKA into my own fence. Those times and probably a 
thousand other times that | can't even fucking remember, Duff. Don't worry about it. You almost fucking died. 
Me making you dinner one night doesn't constitute a life debt" 


Duff just looked at him. His face, for once, was hard to read, like a mixture of sadness and hope, relief and 


regret, all brushed on with one stroke. His hazel eyes were wide with emotion 
Izzy found himself wanting to melt. 
He drank some coffee. 


Duff didn't know what to say, so he just turned the rest of his potatoes over. 


l'm going batshit, Duff thought. What's going on with me? All day, he'd resisted the urge to follow Izzy around 
and jumped whenever he came into the room. Maybe it was the guilt. Because he wanted to be sure that Izzy 
had forgiven him, that he was still around becouse he wanted to be. He wanted to tell Izzy that he could leave 
whenever he wanted, that he wasn't trying to hold him prisoner, but the fear that he might actually take up 
the offer kept killing the words in Duffs throat. 


The dusk that was now falling seeped through the window panes and shone orange-gold on Izzy, whose forehead 
was furrowed in concentration, notebook open on his knee. He was always writing, putting his thoughts on paper 
just as feverishly genius as always. Duff sat by him on the couch under the pretense of playing around with 
his Fender. Really, he thought, staring at Izzy and idly plucking a Gb, it was much more enjoyable to watch him 
think than to actually think yourself. His skin was flushed in the dying sun, his full lower lip held between his 
teeth. His Native American blood was especially apparent from this angle and in this light, Duff thought - his 


long, straight nose and brooding brow gave him the look of a dark Potawatomi brave lost in his musings. 
Izzy finished off whatever he was writing with a flourish and looked up suddenly, making Duff jump a little. 
"What're you thinking about?" 

"Thinking about?" Duff shrugged. "Nothing." 


"You can't be thinking about nothing." 


Duff shrugged again Izzy looked at him and shook his head 

"What am | going to do with you?" 

"| should be asking you that," Duff retorted. "Are you ever going to share the stuff in there with me?" 
"In here?" Izzy tapped his notebook "Sure. I'd like your opinion on some of it, actually. 

Duff blinked. "Really?" 


"Really," Izzy smiled He got to his feet, popped his back, and yawned. "I'm getting hungry. What are we doing 
for food?" 


"Food? We can do whatever you want," Duff said automatically, and then found himself blushing. "| mean, do 
you feel like going out?" 


"Sure." 
"There's this oyster bar downtown that Brian and | used to go to all the time. Do you like oysters?" 


Izzy thought for a second and then shrugged. "I don't really know. | think I've only ever had them once or 
twice." 


"Well, we can go, and if you don't like them, they serve fish and stuff there too." 

"Duff," Izzy said teasingly, "I know you're not calling me unadventurous." 

"No, of course not" 

Izzy laughed and Duff stared. Every time, he was forcefully reminded how fucking great that smile was. 
"What time is it?" 


Duff checked his watch. "It's five thirty now, so if you're hungry, we should just go ahead and leave. Shuckers 


is about fifteen minutes away as it is, and there'll be traffic." 
"Okay," Izzy looked down at his sweats. "I guess l'm gonna change." 
"| probably should too," Duff admitted. "Seems like | haven't worn anything but pajamas for a month." 


Izzy shrugged. "You pull it off," he said, winking, and then turned and went up the stairs. 


Duff blinked and fought the strong urge to stare after him with his jaw on the ground. A wink from Izzy, he 
thought, seemed about equivalent to being banged over the head with a frying pan. 


When he'd managed to collect himself, he mounted the stairs and went down the hall to his room. Feeling 
rather dazed, he shut the door and pulled off his faded Seattle University sweatshirt, exchanging it for jeans 
and a t-shirt. Stared at himself in the mirror. Ran his hand through his hair. Tilted his chin up, examined his 


healing nose. Should he shave? Put in earrings? 
Fuck, Duff thought, shaking himself and turning away. Get it together. 


He shut the door and went down the hallway. A low, faint thrum echoed from the living room. Downstairs, he 
was met with the sight of Izzy fiddling with the acoustic bass on the couch. He'd switched clothes fast. Duff 
smiled at the sight - he looked so vintage Izzy, he couldn't help it. He'd put on a black and white patterned 
button down, a black blazer, dark jeans, and a red bandanna wrapped around his forehead. His bracelets fell 


down his arm as he played, rings shining on his fingers. His feet tapped on the shiny wood floor in black ankle 


boots. 

He looked up when Duff came into the room and set the bass down gently onto the floor, a couple of dreads 
falling into his face as he did so. He brushed them out of his eyes with his knuckles and stood up, stretching 
slightly, one corner of his mouth turning up as he looked at him. Duff's stomach did a little somersault. 
"Ready?" 

"Ready," Duff said. "Whose car?" 

"Mine." 

They went out the front, Duff locking the house as they left, and crossed the driveway together. Izzy shoved 
the key in the door of the Camaro, bracelets jingling. When he got it open and Duff had taken his place in the 
passenger's seat, he gave a low whistle and ran his hand over the dashboard. 

"This is a beauty." 

‘Isn't it?" Izzy grinned. He turned the ignition, and the engine came to life with a gorgeous raspy rumble. 


"When'd you get this?" Duff asked loudly over the thrum-thrum-thrum. 


"A while ago. | guess it was just after | got back from the Ju Ju Hounds tour," Izzy turned over his shoulder 


and backed out. 


"Sweet," Duff looked around admiringly. Trust Izzy to find the best piece of American muscle on this side of 
the States. "Is it cool if | turn on the radio?" 


Izzy nodded, and Duff twirled the knobs as they sped down forty second and onto Walnut Avenue. Somewhere 


in the nineties, he came across BB. King's gruff crooning and left it there. 

‘Oh, yeah!" Izzy tapped his left hand against the steering wheel to the rhythm of the bass drum. "Good call." 
They turned right onto Admiral, and Izzy started to sing along in his husky smoker's voice, the sound floating 
like nighttime mist over the rolling thunder of the eight-cylinder. Duff leaned his head against the window, a 

kind of warm, comfortable happiness whose touch he had almost forgotten flowing through him. Izzy bobbed 
his head and rolled his neck along to the wailing guitar. 

"It's a left onto Spokane Street, Iz" 

"Kay," Izzy said, took the turn, and they headed up the ramp to the bridge. 

Duff rolled down his window and let the sea breeze swirl into the car. It was a mild night and the cool, salty 

air filled his nose and his lungs, ruffling his hair and his shirt. Far below them, the Duwamish's surface rose 


and fell with gentle waves, and seagulls skimmed over the dark, rippled glass of the water. 


Traffic thickened as they drove north along the coast, and when they pulled up to the restaurant, the parking 


lot was crowded. Izzy found a corner spot by the fence. 


"Duff," he said doubtfully as they walked towards the door, "I don't even remember the last time | was out at 
a bar on a Friday night" 


Its not night yet, Iz, its only ten after six," Duff said reasonably. "And we won't be sitting at the bar." 

"Yeah." 

"And if we see some people | know, I'll be able to introduce you properly." 

‘Integrating me into the hometown crowd, huh, Duff?" 

Duff smiled, "Maybe," and held the door open 

Inside it was packed, people chattering, glasses clinking, and Elvis Presley oozing from the speakers and 
reverberating against the walls. The warm air spread over Izzy like a wave, washing away the damp chill of the 
Seattle evening. As soon as the hostess saw Duff, she beamed, clapped her hands together, and came out from 
around the podium. 


"Duff! Hil How are you, where've you been?" 


"Hi, honey," Duff said, and pulled her into a one-armed hug. "Izzy, this is Anne. Anne, this is Izzy. Izzy, you 


probably don't remember, but you met her once before, fucking forever ago. On the hell tour." 


"Hi," Izzy smiled tightly. "Good to see you again" He would not be fucking jealous of the way Duff was holding 
this girl to his side. He would not be. 


"Hi Izzy," Anne smiled. She said something Izzy couldn't hear over the music and Duff bent down, put his ear to 
her lips. Whatever she said made him laugh out loud. Izzy looked away and put his hands in his pockets. 


"Well, come on, you guys," Anne pulled out of the hug, grabbed two menus, and led them to a corner booth. 


"You can skip the wait, since you're accompanied by the local hero." 

"Oh, get out of here," Duff said. Izzy eyed him suspiciously. It looked like he was blushing. 

As soon as she'd sat them down, Duff asked for two plates of oysters, one raw and one steamed. 

"You got it," she said, stuck her notepad in her back pocket, and headed off towards the kitchen 

"There you go, so you can see which you like better," Duff put his napkin in his lap. 

Izzy didnt say anything, and Duff looked at him. 

"lz? You okay?" 

"Yeah," Izzy said. He took a gulp of water and looked away, around the restaurant. There was a little bar with a 
dancefloor in front of it holding people of all ages, from teens that looked barely legal to a little old man that 
must have been around eighty, sitting on a barstool and nursing his glass of whiskey. 

"That'll be you," Izzy whispered, kicking Duff lightly under the table and nodding towards him. 

Duff laughed. "Yeah, you're right" He paused for a second. "Except without the Jack" 


lzzy nodded. 


Anne returned five minutes later and set two heaping platters in front of them, piled high with knobby gray 
shells, two blunt knives stuck into the mound Duff cheered. 


"Thanks. Its been way too long." 
"Enjoy, boys." 
"Remember how to shuck them?" Duff asked, plucking up one of the knives. 


"Yeah, | think so," Izzy said. He grabbed a raw oyster from the plate, pried it open, and sucked it down. He 
shuddered, looking rather alarmed, and Duff laughed. 


"That bad?" 


"No," Izzy, said, sticking his tongue out and then shooting a sheepish grin at Duff, who was cracking up across 
the table. "The texture is just so fucking weird." 


But as he got into the swing of things, Duff became quite impressed with Izzy, who put away two thirds of 


the oysters sitting in front of him in the space of ten minutes. 

"Slow down," he yelled over the music, grinning. 

"Why?" Izzy asked, stacking his shells neatly. 

| guess you like them, huh?" 

"Yeah," Izzy chuckled. "They're weird at first but they're actually really fucking good." 


"Your approval is appreciated." Duff, whose stomach was considerably more delicate at the moment, just 


focused on the steamed fish. 
"Seattle is bitchin" Izzy declared 

Duff positively beamed. "Glad you think so. Come up any time you want 
Izzy gave him a funny little look and sipped his water. 


A thought suddenly struck Duff, who moved his glass over and rested his elbows on the table. "Izzy, | have to 


ask you something.” 
"What is it?" 


Duff picked at his napkin uncomfortably. Why, he wondered, did Izzy tie his tongue and words abandon him in 


crucial moments? 
"Duff?" 
He looked up. Izzy was frowning and sitting forward, oysters forgotten. 


Duff returned his gaze to his napkin. "When we argued, and you.. and you almost left, why didn't you? Why did 


you come back?" 


"| didn't almost leave." 


"But you thought about it, didn't you?" 

Izzy paused. "Yeah," he said reluctantly. "Stop staring at the table." 

Duff started when he felt Izzy's hand grasp his for a moment. The brief rush of warmth from his skin 
retreated as he re-folded his arms. Duff felt his fingertips tingle like he'd stuck them into an electrical socket 
and just stared at Izzy. His eyes were almost dark brown, like hot black coffee in the dim light. 

"So why didn't you?" 

Izzy gazed somewhere over Duff's left shoulder. "I guess because.. it wouldn't have been fair." 

"Izzy." Duff shook his head. "Listen, | was thinking about what you said at breakfast. About how you're 
repaying me by being here. And, Iz, as much as | like having you, | don't want that to be why you hang around. 
| don't want you to feel like you have to be here." 


Izzy started to say something, but Duff pressed on. 


"Don't worry about being fair to me. You've been more than fair. You did more than | deserved just by coming 


up here in the first place -" 


"Duff," Izzy interrupted, his expression serious. "I didn't mean that it wouldn't have been fair to you to leave. | 
meant that it wouldn't have been fair to me." 


"Oh: 


They stared at each other. There was something strange in Izzy's eyes, Duff thought, something he'd rarely 
seen before. Like a beautiful and rare exotic beast, feeling flitted from tree to tree, sure-footed and silent, 
nearly invisible except for the vibrancy it imbued into the air. No touch, no words are necessary when energy 
spreads its wings and takes flight. Duff swallowed, and, almost involuntarily, found himself leaning across the 
table. The magnetic field of the man sitting in front of him, he thought, was an absolute force of nature, no 


different from the wind or the ocean. 


And then Izzy leaned back and looked away, and Duff was released. The babble and music of the restaurant 


returned, flooding back into his ears as if he'd come up from underwater. 

"Anyways," Izzy said, breaking the silence as if nothing had happened, "what now?" 
"What now?" Duff repeated dumbly. That deep-fried sensation had returned to his brain 
"Yeah. For the rest of this year. For this summer. What're you going to do?" 


"Christ, Izzy, | don't know," Duff said, closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose. "That's a loaded 


question" 
"What's the deal with Guns? Axl planning a masterwork?" 


Duff just rolled his eyes at him. "I don't know what he's doing. We're all taking a break right now. | haven't even 
talked to Slash." 


"Hmm," Izzy leaned back and lit a cigarette, his eyes fixed on Duff's face. Duff watched the smoke curl out 


from his lips like a tiny dark cumulonimbus. 

He shrugged, returning his stare to the table again. It was a convenient alternative to Izzy's mouth. "We'll see." 
They sat in silence for a while, Izzy smoking and Duff trying not to look at him too much, convinced once again 
that he was teetering on the edge of batshitery. Maybe, he thought dubiously, he should just dump his glass 
of ice water over his own head. Maybe that would help. 

Izzy had just lit another cigarette when a strain of banging piano rumbled out of the speaker system. 

"You shake my nerves and you rattle my brain.. too much love drives a man insane." 

"Oh fuck yeah!" Izzy jumped up, and Duff started. "I love this song. Duff, c'mon, let's cut the rug!" 


"What?" Duff almost choked. "Izzy ~" 


But Izzy just smiled, slid out of the booth, and dragged him over to the dancefloor before he quite knew what 


was happening. 

"Goodness gracious, great balls of fire!" 

Hell, Duff thought, he had forgotten just how good Izzy could move. He watched as he broke into the twist, 
black boots sliding along the floor, cigarette held between his index and middle finger, smoke curling up around 
his head. 

Kiss me baby.. oh, it feels good!" 

"C'mon, Duff!" he yelled, grinning. "Can you do the twist?" 

Duff just laughed. "Iz, I'm not going to even try to match you." 


Izzy laughed too and spun in a circle, taking a drag off of his cigarette. 


"l chew my nails, | twiddle my thumbs - Im really nervous but it sure is fun! Come on baby, you drive me crazy. 


Goodhess gracious, great balls of fire!" 


Izzy could also apparently do the mashed potato, which he moved into with gusto at the piano break. Duff just 
swung his hips to the beat and watched him, enjoying the show. Izzy was having fun, kicking out his heels 
enthusiastically and shaking his shoulders. 


Duff's stomach jumped for what seemed like the thousandth time that night when Izzy met his eyes and 
starting singing along to the words in between pulls on the cigarette, his dark eyes sparkling. The music was so 
loud that Duff couldn't hear his voice, but it didn't matter. 


"Youre fine, so kind Im gonna fell this world that youre mine! Mine! Mine! Mine!" 


Good lord in heaven, Duff thought, looking away, shaking his head, and dancing along the best he could 


considering the fact that his brain seemed to have stopped working. Stick a fork in me and call me cooked. 


The Alder Tree 


"Duff?" Izzy called from the kitchen. "Do you want some coffee before bed?" 
"No, thanks. I'll never get to sleep if | do," Duff said over his shoulder. 
Izzy shrugged and dumped in some extra grounds. 


It had started to rain again just as they'd been leaving the restaurant, torrential and soaking. Now that the 
night had darkened and lengthened, it had slowed to a gentle drizzle, pattering softly on the rooftop, curling 
around the house, and blanketing Seattle and its hills in white mist. Izzy washed his hands at the sink and 
stared out the open back door. 


Duff was leaning against the railing on the porch, his back to the house, a cigarette between his fingers. Drying 
his hands on the dishtowel, Izzy paused, just looking out at him. He'd taken off his leather jacket, and Izzy could 
see the muscles in his shoulder roll as he brought the cigarette to his lips. He was looking out into the 
backyard, apparently lost in his own thoughts. 


Something was going on tonight, Izzy knew it. Something was going through Duff's mind and he wasn't sharing. 
He moved slowly around the kitchen, taking a mug down from the cabinet, putting away the coffee filters. The 
marble counter was cold on his bare forearms as he leaned against it and untied his bandana, tugging it out of 


his tangled hair. He looked down at it in his hands, twisted the frayed red ends, and chewed his bottom lip. 


When a cool breeze from the backyard blew into the open kitchen and touched his cheek, he shifted his weight 
off of the counter and walked across the living room to the dark back doorway. Duff turned his head slightly 
at the sound of footsteps on tile. 


"What's up?" 

He looked, Izzy thought, ridiculously handsome in the washed out light from the kitchen, his hair pushed back 
haphazardly from his face, smoke curling from the corner of his mouth. Izzy stepped out onto the wooden 
planks, damp and earthy beneath his bare feet. He drew up next to Duff's shoulder and put his back to the 
railing, crossing his hands over his stomach and resisting the urge to sweep his hand along his cheek 


"Penny for your thoughts." 


Duff turned back to the backyard and took a drag off his cigarette. Wordlessly, he offered it to Izzy, who took 
it 


"Thoughts not for sale tonight?" 


"They're always for sale, if you're the one buying," Duff shrugged. 


Izzy blinked. Inhaled off the cigarette. 

"Well, I've got money to spend." 

Duff took back his cigarette. "I'm just thinking." 
"About?" 

"About earlier." 

"What about it?" 


"About what you said at dinner," Duff said slowly, smoke rushing out with each word. It seemed to mingle with 
the mist, float out towards the hills. 


"What did | say?" lzzy asked hesitantly. 


Duff turned his head and looked directly into his eyes for the first time. His gaze was clear and intense, and 
Izzy resisted the urge to take a step back 


"You said." Duff paused, "you said that if you had left, it wouldn't have been fair to yourself” 
Izzy swallowed. "Yeah, | said that." 
"Why?" 


Izzy just looked at him. The gentle rush of the rain fell around them, splashing into the grass and onto the 


roof 
"Izzy?" Duff stubbed out his cigarette, never taking his eyes off of him. "What did you mean?" 
Izzy sighed and looked away, standing up and putting his hands in his pockets. "I don't know" 
"Yes, you do. 


"It would have meant doing myself an injustice. | came up here, | wasn't going to leave just because we had an 


argument." 
"But that wasn't even why you thought about leaving, was it?" 


"No, it wasn't," Izzy said. He turned and walked around Duff and down the back steps, his feet sinking into the 


wet grass. 


Duff followed him out into the rain. Izzy's heart beat against his ribcage as he walked. He wished it would slow 
down. 


‘Izzy, please be straight with me," Duff said beseechingly, determinedly matching him stride for stride. "I just 


want to know what's going through your mind" 

Izzy just shook his head. He didn't know what to say. 

Duff made an impatient noise. "It's so frustrating when you get like this.” 
‘I'm sorry,” Izzy turned, 


They had reached the alder in the center of the backyard, where the light from the house didn't reach. The 
rainfall was sparser underneath it, its branches catching most of the water. The moon shone faintly through 
the thin clouds, reflecting silver in the little raindrops falling around them. 


"Tell me," Duff rested his arm against a low hanging branch, causing droplets to cascade off of its leaves and 


into the grass. He tilted his head. "Please, lz" 


Izzy leaned against the tree trunk and looked at him. He looked back expectantly, blond hair glowing in the 
moonlight. 


"Remember when | said that | don't do anything that | don't want to do anymore, and that I've learned how to 
let go?" 


Duff nodded. 


"Well," Izzy said, running his hand over the bark of the alder behind him, "I've let go of a lot of things, Duff. 
And | realized that every time | let go of something, it freed up a new space in my life. In my heart. It cut me 


loose. And | started living again. | remembered how to live." 


"It's like this." he turned to the tree. "This started as a seed. And when a seed sprouts, that growth tears the 
husk, tears it open so that it can get to the light... that's what it was like. Like ripping open my own skin and 
climbing out just so that | could breathe. Change hurts, and growing hurts, but look what it leads to.." Izzy ran 
his hand lovingly over the dark wet bark. "So beautiful." 


"Yeah. Beautiful,” Duff whispered. Izzy looked at him and felt his heart skip a beat. Those hazel eyes were 
gazing unwaveringly at him, fixed softly on his face. 


"But I'm not there yet," Izzy said, closing his eyes and resting his head against the trunk. "I've moved and 


breathed and filled up my life again. But I'm not there yet." 


"Izzy," Duff said, turning his head to look up at the higher branches, "trees are never finished growing. Ever. 
As long as they're alive, they're growing, and they grow until they die." 


“But. it's different. There's something missing for me." 

"Yeah?" 

"Yeah." Izzy opened his eyes. Duff was looking at him again, his long body resting against the alder. 
"What is it? What's missing?" 

‘Not missing, so much as." Izzy sighed. "Empty. Occupied. Both." 


Neither one of them said anything for a moment. The sound of the rain was amplified in the silence, falling 


around them, splashing down from leaf to leaf onto their shoulders. 


There was nothing for it now. Izzy pressed on, his heart pounding. "Some things.. refuse to leave you. Some 
things, you can't shake, no matter how you try. And that's what you learn to live with. That's what you learn 
to carry with you, here," he tapped a finger over his heart. 


"What is it that you can't shake, Izzy?" Duff asked quietly. 


lzzy looked at him, stomach fluttering. Duff had taken a step forward, and he was close enough that Izzy could 


see the raindrops shining in his eyelashes. 
"You." 


Duff's eyes widened and a breath rushed out from between his lips. Heat flooded through Izzy's body and he 
felt his pulse beating against the skin of his neck so hard that he felt lightheaded. Years of watching, listening, 
missing, loving. A thousand sleepless nights wrenched from his chest and out into one word. That one word, 


hanging in the dark, rainy air between them like cigarette smoke. 

He looked away. 

A warm hand closed around Izzy's wrist and he jumped, turning so fast it felt like he tweaked his neck. He 
barely had time to think before he was being taken into Duff's arms, being gathered and held tightly against 
him, heat flowing between them. 


"Duff m 


"Shh," Duff murmured. Izzy's heart was beating so fast it was threatening to jump right out of his throat and 
escape his body, thoughts racing and tumbling over one another until they washed together into one big blur. 


Duff's rough, warm fingertips brushed his jawline and gently tilted up his chin, and in an instant Izzy's mind 
went from chaotic to completely empty. Gently guiding Izzy's face with his hand, Duff brought their noses 
close to touching. Izzy just stared at him, wide-eyed and shocked, as Duff ran his thumb along his cheekbone. 


The way he was looking at him was making Izzy's knees weak. 

"Du E 

"Shh." 

When their lips touched, warmth exploded in the pit of Izzy's stomach and spread rapidly over his skin, spider- 
webbing and rushing down between his legs to the soles of his feet. He gasped against Duff's mouth, whose 
only response was to pull him closer, one hand on his lower back and one between his shoulder blades. He felt 
Duff's Tongue gently touch his lower lip and he let him in, raindrops falling onto his face as he tilted it 
upwards. 

Spots danced in front of Izzy's eyes, and he allowed himself to be swept away. Duff smothered his senses - 
the heat and feel of his body, his arms around him, his warm lips, his smell. Izzy melted into him as they 
kissed, and the leaves of the alder tree above them seemed to stretch and grow towards the sky. 

When they broke apart, Duff held Izzy's face in both of his hands. 

"Izzy." 

"Yeah?" 

"How long?" 

"Years. Forever." Izzy leaned into his touch, closing his eyes. This had to be a dream. 

Duff laughed joyously. "Really? That's true?" 

"Truer than you know." 

The rain fell around them as Izzy's dreams caught up to his life, and Duff pulled him back into his arms. 
Resting his head on his chest, Izzy could hear Duff's heartbeat thumping away under his t-shirt, like the beat 
of a bass drum. 

"We have so much to talk about." 


"Yeah," Duff smiled. 


He pulled away and held out his hand to Izzy, who took it. Together, they stepped out from under the tree and 
walked away through the mist and rain back to the house, where the open door stood waiting, the smell of hot 


coffee drifting into the night. 


"Duff, how long?” 
"| dont know. Probably much longer than | even realized’ 

Izzy ran his hand along the wood grain of the kitchen table and smiled. "What makes you say that?" 
"You've always been. significant to me. Your opinion always mattered the most out of anyone's." 
"But that's so practical" 


"Yeah, but so what? It's respect and admiration When you find yourself thinking about someone at your lowest 
point, just wishing you could talk to them, well.. that's more than just respect and admiration" 


"You wanted to talk to me?" 
"Yeah. Badly." 
"Why didn't you call?" 


Duff shook his head. "I couldn't have.. it was hard enough knowing that you were happy without Guns, l.. | didn't 
want to call and find out that you were happy without me, too." 


‘| was happy without you, but I'm happier with you. Much happier. Being here with you.. has been the best 


time | can remember for months. | feel like everything is right again," Izzy smiled. 
"So you weren't annoyed when | asked you to come and stay?" 

Izzy shook his head vehemently. "No. | was ready to jump at the chance." 

"And when you didn't leave..2" 

Izzy took a deep breath. "| decided that.. | wasn't going to leave until | was cured" 


"Cured?" 


"Closure," Izzy explained, tapping his heart again. "This space in here that you filled up ten years ago. | needed it 
to either free up or to start breathing again, pumping along with the rest of it" 


"Has it breathed again?" 


"Yeah. | think it has." 
"You're amazing." 
Izzy laughed. "Yeah? How so?" 


"You're just.. you're like a catalyst, lz The way you move. Life flows through every inch of you. And l'm just.” 
Duff gestured wordlessly at himself. 


"You're solid." 
"| guess so." 


"You are. Like a rock. Loyal. Determined. Unwavering. If | flow, then you give me something to flow around. And | 


love that." 

One corner of Duff's mouth turned up and he drank some coffee. 

"What about when | left?" 

"It was fucking.. terrible. You already know that. But if I'm a rock, then you're the river that carried me along. 
And when the river dries up, the rock just sits in the dry bed and can't move. That's how it felt. That's how it 
was. | just.. stagnated." 

"But you had the others." 

Duff waved his hand. "It wasn’t the same. You were my last piece of sanity." 

"What about before | got sane? Before | got sober? What about then?" 

Duff thought for a moment. "At the time, | never really thought about it. But looking back now.. | don't know, 
Izzy, you were always just special to me. Losing the other guys would have been like losing a brother, losing 
family, which would have been unbearable enough. But losing you... it would have been like losing a partner." 
Izzy smiled and squeezed his hand. "It's amazing we're both alive, as it is" 

Duff nodded. 


"Do you remember that time... that time in Japan, when we shared a bed?" Izzy asked. 


"Shared a bed? Oh. Yeah," Duff grinned. "I think | know what you're talking about. When you laid there like a two 
by four all night?" 


"Yeah," Izzy said sheepishly. "That time." 
"Yeah, | remember. What about it?" 


"I just didn't want to bother you. And then when you told me | could move, | was just glad ‘couse it meant that 
| got to touch you." 


Duff laughed. "Really?" 

"Really." 

"So you like touching me?" 

"Yeah.. don't you remember when | used to press against you coming on and off stage and shit?" 
"No, honestly," Duff admitted. "But l'm sure | didn't mind a bit" 

"| was stupid" 

"No you weren't" 

"| was," Izzy insisted. "| didn't know how to be subtle until | straightened out" 

"Well clearly you were more subtle than you think, no one ever said anything," 

"Did you know?" 


"No," Duff shook his head. "Honestly, the thought never entered my mind" He looked at Izzy thoughtfully, 


wondrously. "I can't believe that /mean this much to you" 
"You do," Izzy smiled. "Believe it" 

Duff just shook his head again in disbelief and drained his mug. 
"Do you want some more?" 

"No, thanks. Are you going to have some?" 

"Yeah, I'll finish the pot before | go to bed." 


Duff checked his watch. "It's already one o' clock, Izzy." 


"Are you tired?" 
"No. l'm too full of adrenaline to be tired" 
"When did you realize..2" 


"When?" Duff paused. "| realized tonight. But it's been coming for a while. Probably since the morning | got up 
before you and biked through the hills. Its just.. | didn't even want to be awake without you, Izzy." 


"Well, you sure did a splendid job of waking me up." 

"What, staring at you like a stalker?" Duff laughed. "Sorry about that." 

"Hey, I'm not complaining.” 

"Me either. IT was.. well, it was a good view," he said guiltily. 

Izzy blushed. 

"So, Iz." for the first time, Izzy saw doubt in his eyes. "What now?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Well. after all this time, this is where we're at. And we've been friends for ten years. And we are both, you 
know.." he gestured between them. “I'm not saying anything bad," he added quickly, “but, well, it is new, and.. 


what now?" 


"What now?" Izzy stood up and took their mugs to the sink. "Now we fall into each other. We be together. We 
stay side by side, the way we've always wanted to be anyway. How does that sound?" 


"Good," Duff said shyly. "One day at a time?" 

"One day at a time." 

Duff stood up too, turned out the kitchen light, and they climbed the stairs together. 
Izzy stopped at the door to the guest room. "Should |; you know.. say goodnight here?" 
Duff looked at him like he was crazy. "No, don't.. unless you want to." 

Izzy shook his head. "| don't really." 


"Then come with me," Duff smiled. 


So Izzy did. Duff's room was dark, the carpet as soft as wet soil under his feet. He watched with something 
close to reverence as Duff pulled off his shirt and kicked off his boots into his closet, his bare skin like a 
warm invitation. Izzy blushed so hard that he felt sure his face was glowing pink in the dim light from the 
window. 


Duff turned to look at him. "Going to sleep in your jeans?" 


"No," Izzy said. Slowly, he unbuttoned his shirt and peeled it off. He could feel Duff's eyes burning on him as he 
unzipped his pants and wriggled out of them. 


That night, they fell asleep together for the first time to the mild rhythm of the rain on the roof of the 
house, in a tangle of limbs, heat, and love. A breeze swept through the back yard and rustled the wet leaves 
of the alder. And when Izzy woke up the next morning to the orange sunrise through the window, his hand in 


Duff's hair, he didn't move it, and instead lay still, letting the sun of the new day warm their bare skin 


Never a Night or a Problem 
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"Duff," Izzy whispered into his ear. "Its morning." 
"Mmfgh," Duff said. 


"Duuuuuff.." Izzy stroked his hair, shining like rose gold in the morning light coming through the window. "I got 


up when you didn't wanna be awake without me. Now you gotta return the favor: 
"| cant wake up. My body's still asleep," Duff muttered, stubbornly keeping his eyes shut. 
"Yeah?" Izzy glanced down at the covers. “That hard-on says otherwise’ 

Duff opened one eye and frowned at him blearily 

Izzy laughed 


Duff stretched to his full considerable length, and Izzy tried to roll off of him, but he was restrained by 


Duff's arms around him. 
"| dont think so. You're not going anywhere.” 

“We'll see about that, darlin," Izzy said, pinching his cheek 
Duff smiled sleepily. That word, from Izzy, was golden 


"So last night really happened? | didn't dream that?" he murmured, folding his hands behind his head and looking 


at lzzy like he wasn't sure if he was real or not. 


Izzy glanced out the window at the tangerine sky, a hand gently twisting a lock of Duff's hair. "No, | don't think 
you did." 


"Mm," Duff agreed contentedly, still groggy. 
They were tangled in the sheets, Izzy half on top of Duff and the comforter thrown off of the bed, on the 


floor in a heap. Izzy had tossed and turned to his heart's content. He would never try to be still again. He didn't 
need to be. This tall, drowsy man in front of him didn't want him to be. Didn't need him to be. At last, he was 


understood. 


Izzy leaned forward, pressing his lips to Duff's. His lips were warm and soft, and the sensation of their bodies 
pressing together sent heat racing to Izzy's spine and crotch. Their mouths worked against each other, and 
that woke Duff up enough to put a hand into Izzy's dreads, massaging the base of his skull. 


"Ohhh," Izzy arched his spine like a cat, eyes closed. "That feels so good." 


"It does?" Duff's long fingers pressed into his skin a little more firmly and traveled down the back of his neck, 
gently pinching and kneading. Izzy shivered and sighed, waves of warmth rolling from the contact to his dick, 


already hard in his boxers and growing harder still. 
"Do you like that?" 
"Fuck yes," Izzy breathed. 


"Good," Duff said tentatively. His left hand came up to join his right, and they slowly worked their way down 
Izzy's bare back, massaging and rubbing on either side of his spine. When he gasped or bit his lip, Duff gave 
whatever spot he had stopped on extra attention, brushing the heel of his hand over Izzy's warm skin and 
digging his fingertips into the tissue. Something fresh and different was waking up inside of his chest, in the 
tops of his thighs. New desires. He took a deep breath and dove in 


When his dick was so hard that it had started to ache, Izzy rolled out from under Duff's hands and put his 
back to the mattress, breathing heavily. Duff leaned over onto his side and brushed Izzy's neck with a light 


kiss, unsure what to do next, unsure how far to go. 
"Is this okay?" Izzy asked, 
"Yeah. Are you okay?" 


"Better than okay.” 


Izzy sat up and their lips met again, more insistently this time, and he reached down and pinched Duff's nipple, 
rubbed the pad of his thumb over it. Duff sucked in a quick breath, deepening their kiss. This time it was Izzy 
who demanded more, and his tongue danced against Duff's, exploring and tasting. Duff felt as if his bones had 

been liquefied, when he kissed like he meant business, Duff discovered, Izzy could wipe all coherent thought and 


set skin on fire. 

Izzy moved his head down and kissed Duff's sternum, and he surrendered himself and allowed himself to be 
dragged under as Izzy swirled his tongue over a nipple. He sucked and licked at it before catching it between 
his teeth, and Duff grabbed the bedsheet. 


"Do that again." 


Izzy did, and Duff groaned, feeling a surge of precome. He moved onto the other nipple and his left hand 
wandered down Duff's body, gripping his hip. 


"Bite my shoulder," Duff gritted out. 


Izzy's teeth grazed along his collarbone and nipped at his skin, and his dick pulsed. He could feel it leaking against 
the cotton of his underwear. 


"Harder, lz, please." 


Izzy nipped again and then sank his teeth in, and Duff moaned, a shot of violent tingling striking between his 
legs as pain shot through his shoulder. It felt so good, it was hard to breathe. 


"Yeah.. that feels fucking good." 


Izzy kissed and licked the red bite mark before bringing his face back up to Duff's, kissing his cheekbone, 
breathing hard. He was cautious, but so hungry, eyes dark and passionate. He hooked his fingers into Duff's 
waistband as they stared at each other, panting. 


"Can 1? | want to see you." 
Duff nodded. 


Izzy tugged, and Duff's boxers slid off, his hardness pressed down momentarily and then springing up as they 
slid down further. He squirmed, kicking them off from around his ankles, feeling hopelessly sober and adolescent 
again under the intensity of Izzy's gaze. 


The sun shone warm and bright through the window as it rose, glowing on Izzy's face and hair. He made a 
noise of admiration and brushed his fingertips along Duff's hip and to the head of his dick. Duff gasped and 
gripped the sheets harder, heat skating along his lower back like an electrical shock. Izzy smiled and tentatively 
wrapped his hand around Duff's length, giving a slow pull from top to bottom. 


"Ahhh..." 


Duff did his best, through the wave of sensation, to keep his eyes open and focused on Izzy, take in every 
movement and feeling. His face was drawn with concentration, but he had a little smile on his face, like there 
was nothing else in the world he'd rather be doing. He stroked Duff again, finding a rhythm, and Duff moaned. 
Izzy's hand was so warm around him, the roughness of his callouses brushing his sensitive head, sending little 


waves throbbing through him. 


"Fuck, Izzy, that's good." 


Izzy smiled shyly and increased his speed. 
"Yeah, like that." 
"| don't know what you like," Izzy said. "What do you want me to do? Faster? Slower? Tighter?" 


'It's.. great," Duff panted. Izzy's steady pumping was making his spine tingle, shivers all over his arms and legs, 


pleasure rolling like molten lava in his lower back. 


"There's something | do on myself sometimes.. maybe you'll like it." Izzy murmured, and bracing one hand on 


Duff's pubic bone, twisted his hand around his dick, moving from the base of the shaft all the way to the tip. 
Duff moaned louder. "Yes... again, please." 


Izzy did it again, and Duff bucked, little stars flickering before his eyes each time Izzy's fingers reached the 
head. 


Izzy continued his rhythm, now alternating straight pumps with twists, holding Duff down by his hips with his 
left hand. Duff gasped for air, bolts of heat hitting his lower spine every time Izzy reached the base or tip of 
his dick. Precome leaked out until Izzy's hand was covered with it, sliding up and down Duff's length, fast and 
slick, and he could feel the pressure building with every pass. 


"Izzy," Duff squirmed, momentarily trying to evade his hand. "Take those off. If you get to see me, | wanna see 


you... 


Izzy gave him a long glance, and, keeping his right on Duff, slowly put his dry hand to the waistband of his 
boxers and wriggled out of them. 


He was thick, rock hard and pink, and Duff bit his lip. When he touched him, Izzy jumped and hissed. Duff slowly 
wrapped his fingers around him, and his hand stirred again too. Duff found himself staring into Izzy's eyes as 
their bodies drew close together, each of their hands on the other. Reeling again with a quick squeeze of his 
dick, Duff gasped and stroked Izzy faster. The tightness in the pit of his stomach was coiling up again 


"Grip it tighter..." 


Izzy obliged, and Duff whimpered, pleasure flowing through him like a river. Izzy leaned forward and pressed 
their lips together, his left hand against Duff's back, trying to find every conductive contact point for 
electricity to flow between them. The closer they got, the more Izzy kissed him, the faster he stroked, the 
tighter the feeling in Duff's stomach got, like a bow being drawn back, until it was so tight it was painful and 


he knew he couldn't hold back any more. 


‘Izzy - gonna come -" 


lzzy kissed him hard and gave him one last twist, almost viciously, and Duff came with a strangled moan, his 
orgasm crashing out from behind his navel and thundering out through every part of his body, come surging 
onto his stomach and Izzy's hand. He let go of Izzy's dick and wrapped his arms around him instead, hanging on 


for dear life as he pumped every last bit out of him. 


When the seismic shockwave had subsided, Duff, trembling, let go of Izzy, every inch of his body warm and 
tingling. Izzy smiled at him, come-covered hand hanging by his side, and Duff laughed, a funny feeling in the pit 
of his stomach. He suddenly felt shy. 


"Thank you." 


"You're welcome," Izzy said, rather shyly as well, Duff thought: Izzy flopped back against the pillows, making his 
hardness bounce against his stomach. Fuck, that was gorgeous. Duff sat down next to him, heart thudding 


away. He felt the need to ask, even though he just had. 
"Can |?" 


Izzy nodded, looking at him. Duff reached over and grasped Izzy at his base and began to move up and down 
him again, watching his face. His lips parted like a morning glory, his eyes squeezed shut. 


"Does that feel good?" 
Izzy nodded tightly. 


Duff kept going, lengthening his strokes, satisfaction biting at him every time Izzy jerked or shivered. He was 
quiet in bed, but his face gave him away, high cheekbones flushed like the sunrise, air jerked in and out from 
between his pink lips, lean body rising and falling. Getting Izzy into this state, Duff thought, watching him, could 
very well be the most meaningful thing he'd ever accomplished. And he wanted to do it again, and again, and 


again. 


They moved together in a tangle of sheets on the bed, golden rays now climbing the walls and flooding the air 
of the bedroom. The longer Duff's strokes and the wetter his hand got, the harder Izzy breathed, sweaty dark 
hair stuck to his forehead, his spine arching. Duff felt him pulse in his hand, and he felt sure that they were 
reaching the height of their crescendo. 


"Duff - can you - my lower back -" 

Duff took his best guess at what he meant and reached around, pressing his left palm into the small of Izzy's 
back, kneading the tense muscle there, his right arm burning as he intensified his strokes. When he pressed his 
fingers in, Izzy's eyes widened and, finally, he came with a deep gasp and a shudder, exploding in Duff's hand like 
a wave on stone, his body going rigid against the tide. 


Duff tried to help him ride out his orgasm, letting go only when he felt that continuing to touch him might 


hurt his sensitive skin. Duff wiped his hand on the bedsheet and touched Izzy's face, which, he thought, was 
too fucking beautiful for words. 


"That was so fucking good.. you have no idea how long I've waited for that." Izzy's eyes sparkled, glowing, 
suddenly light. He seemed to melt into the pillows. 


Duff ducked his head, embarrassed. "Really?" 
"Really." 
"Was it as good as you hoped?" 


‘In every way," Izzy smiled, warmly, lazily, his hand wandering to Duff's hair and entangling itself. "You're so 


fuckin’ handsome." 

"Me?" Duff laughed. "Get outta here." 

"You are," Izzy insisted, fingers working away busily at a knot. 

"If l'm handsome, you're a god, lz" 

"Oh, stop," Izzy said sheepishly. 

"No," Duff leaned into him, burying his head in the crook of his neck "You smell good." 
"I do? What do | smell like?" 

'Like.. coffee. And clean sweat. And something spicy." 

‘Oh, | can show you spicy," Izzy grinned, tickling Duff's ribs. 
"Shut up!" Duff snorted, wriggling away from him. "You're stupid" 
"No, you're stupid." 


And they grinned at each other like two young, stupid, sober kids in love as the sun rose over Seattle. 


The day grew into something mild, patches of blue dotting the sky, a balmy breeze blowing through the 
backyard to ruffle their long hair. They sat together on the back steps, smoking cigarettes, both of them 


shirtless. Neither wanted to move much. Warm relaxation saturated the air. 


“Summer's coming." 
"Sure is," Izzy strummed something that sounded suspiciously like Bessie Smith. "It's already June." 


Duff stretched his long legs out into the grass and leaned on his elbow, watching Izzy thunk out the 


progression. 

"You've got the blues in you." 

"Maybe so," Izzy shrugged. "If ya like it" 

"| do," Duff grinned. "You're a chameleon" 

"Well, thanks," Izzy shook the hair out of his eyes and smiled devilishly, fingers never ceasing to move. 
"Backwater blues done called me to pack my things and go.. backwater blues done called me to pack my things 
and go. ‘Cause my house fell down and | can't live there no more." he was staring out over the fence, lazy 
ease in every line of his body. 

His eyes looked almost blue today. 


"Come On Now Inside, Iz" 


"Yeah?" His fingers slid into a G and he plucked out the intro, finger vibrato floating through the air. "You like 
that one?" 


"Yeah." Duff leaned back against the step and watched the smoke from his cigarette drift away, let the music 
slide over him. Izzy didn't sing, just strummed, and threw in some lead picking. He didn't need to sing. Duff could 
hear his voice through the guitar. 

When he was finished, Izzy set the guitar down in his lap and stubbed out his cigarette in the soft black earth. 
"Man, we're going through cigarettes like water." 

"We are," Duff agreed. “Especially you. | think the more restless you get, the more you smoke." 


"You're probably right 


Duff looked at him, his stomach dropping a little. He was looking out at the blue mountains in the distance. His 
hand gripped the neck of the guitar, nose stud glinting in the midday sun. 


"You are getting restless, aren't you, lz?" 


"Yeah," Izzy glanced back. "Don't look at me like that." 

"Like what?" Duff asked, sitting up. 

"Like you're worried I'm going to blow away on the breeze." 

Duff rolled his cigarette between his fingers, brow furrowed. "But what if | am?" 
Izzy just smiled. "Don't be." 

"Easier said than done." 

"You don't need to worry about me leaving," 


"Oh yeah? As if you're going to just stay here when you wanna be somewhere else. Come on, | know you 


better than that." 


"| didn't say that," Izzy said. He lit another cigarette. "Ill be on my way sooner or later. But I'm not going to 
just run out in the dead of night." 


"Yeah, your track record gives me supreme confidence in that statement," Duff muttered, heart sinking. He 
was suddenly afraid, like the bottom was going to drop out. "Even if you leave in broad daylight, doesn't make it 
any better. Please don't, Iz, | don't know what I'd do with myself.. | was lost before and I'll be lost again. | see it 
now, you were always right, just don't." 

lzzy looked at him like he'd lost his mind. "| said l'm ready to leave Seattle, not that l'm ready to leave you." 
"So.. you don't want to leave me?" Duff exhaled. 


"| just said that," Izzy said around his cigarette, smiling slightly. "You're not a place, Duff. Haven't | already said 
that | could never escape you, even if | tried?" 


"| guess you did” 


"| did, and | can't. No, when | leave, you'll be going with me, | hope. You'll have to, one way or another, ‘couse 


you'll be going in here, either way," he pointed to his head and took a pull off his cigarette. 
"This is what | was talking about, lz.. this is what | need. This is what | was missing." 
"What?" 


"To be pushed to move." 


And Izzy smiled, the wind moving his hair, and Duff took him into his arms and held onto him again. 


For dear life. 


The Pilgrimage, Part I 
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They didn't do anything all day, just lazed around together in the afterglow. Izzy left around ten that night to 
get more cigarettes. It had stayed blustery, like winds of change were blowing through the backyard, through 
the grass and the trees. Duff felt it, imbuing the air, charging up the darkness. 

As the day had faded, some kind of agitated anxiety had crawled out of the recesses of his brain and wrapped 
itself around him. With Izzy gone, he felt it more acutely, creeping around his bones. For the first time in a 


week, he realized with dread, he was getting the jones. 


When Izzy returned, rosy-cheeked and windswept, he walked over to the couch and dumped half a dozen packs 


of Marlboros onto the cushion. 

"Thanks," Duff said, dividing them equally. 

"Mhm," Izzy pulled off his jacket and threw it over the back of the couch. "That should last, right?" 

"We'll see. | think so. It'll last me, anyway." 

Izzy flopped down next to him. "No offense, but you don't look too good. How're you feeling?" 

"Physically?" Duff shrugged. "I'll go biking tomorrow morning. Feel better after that" 

Izzy glanced at him. "You've handled this like a fucking champ, you know that?" 

"Hardly," Duff chortled. "You give me more credit than | deserve. | haven't fucking done anything except bike 
and smoke and sit around. And when I'm not thinking about you, I'm thinking about drinking. Its a good thing | 


think about you so damn much." 


"Nah, I'm giving you the right amount of credit," Izzy ripped open one of the packs and dug around in his 
pocket for a lighter. "You've done great." 


"Thanks in no small part to you." 
"Me? | haven't done anything except sleep in your house and eat your food." 


"What, my cheese and crackers?" Duff laughed. 


Izzy smirked, finally getting his cigarette lit. "Yeah. You know | love me some cheese and crackers." 
Duff just watched him for a moment. "You're better than me." 

"Me?" lzzy shook his head. "Nah, l'm not." 

"You didn't even give me a chance to explain" 


"Don't need to. | already know what you're thinking," Izzy fixed him with a stern gaze. "Just because it didn't 


take the rupturing of an internal organ to make me get my act together doesn't make me any better." 
"Doesn't it, though?" 

"No. Look at you," Izzy waved his hand, eyes almost sad. "You're drinking water and going out and exercising and 
shit. Facing up to your shit, embracing everything with open fuckin’ arms. Like a champ," he said again, offering 
the cigarette. 

Duff declined. "I am not embracing it with open arms. Maybe that's how it looks." 

"Well then what are you doing?" 

"| don't know," Duff said, trying not to sound too lost. "I don't really know, Iz I'm just blundering around in the 
dark." He crossed his arms. "If you want the truth, you've been the first bit of sun in this midnight. Like a 
little glow through the curtain. But.. it's more than that. | have to learn to make my own light." 


Izzy nodded slowly, sage-like, in a cloud of his own cigarette smoke. "I understand." 


Duff sighed. "I've been trying to save my self-help musings for alone time. | don't need to weigh you down with 


more. You already cleaned up my fucking house and a good part of my fucking life for me." 


"| did no such thing," Izzy pointed at him with the cigarette. "Fate, Duff. Fate gave you a chance, and you took 
it. And you're doing it by yourself. l'm just here for moral support.” 


Duff ducked and gave Izzy's hand a brief squeeze. "More than that." 
Izzy smiled, giving a little jerk of his head. 


"But anyway," Duff pulled his legs up under him, "l'm trying, but l'm struggling. If | didn't have you to distract 


me, well.. and you did it on your own, no distractions." 


"You'd do it without me. | really believe that, and you should too. | don't think you'd have been ready to die, and 


| wasn't ready to go spend more time in the slammer for stupid habits that | knew | should've kicked a long 


time ago anyway. So we both got ultimatums, really.” 


"But its just this.. | don't know, blackness," Duff said, looking anxiously into Izzy's face. "Some kind of darkness in 
me. | don't know whether to try and kill it or not. But it's there. And | feel like if | don't try and kill it, it's going 


to drag me back under and kill me first" 
Izzy looked at him. 
"You can't," he said slowly. "You can't win that battle. Trust me." 


"Well then what the fuck am | supposed to do?" Duff asked, trying to keep a note of something close to panic 
out of his voice. 


Izzy scooted closer on the couch, eyes fixed steadily on his. "l think you might already know the answer." 


Duff just shook his head, casting his gaze around. "This is what | mean, when | say you're giving me too much 


credit. You think | know, but | don't. And | still feel like a fuckup at heart, lz, really. Not like you." 


"Like me?" Izzy laughed. He reached out and buried a hand in Duff's hair. "| am a fuckup. You're giving me too 
much credit. Don't paint me as some kind of angel in your head, Duff, I'm not. We're all just fuckups. But that's 
what I'm saying. Your darkness. My darkness. You do with it what you would do with anything that feels like 
its going to drag you under. Either you let it kill you, or you take it. You hold it. You don't try to outrun it, 
you walk side by side with it, and you hold it here," he untwisted his fingers and put them over the left side 
of Duff's chest. "It's like poison. Like a disease. Neither of those things can fuckin’ touch you if you can become 


immune.. if you let it run in your veins and pump through your heart for long enough, it can't hurt you." 
They were close now, the air between them vibrating. 
"Show me," Duff whispered, eyes finding Izzy's at last. "Please, show me." 


They stared at each other for a heartbeat, and the air around them seemed to pulsate in one great wave of 


heat. 


Izzy's smoking cigarette butt landed on the table as he yanked Duff to him, and they kissed with a kind of 
furiousness caught somewhere between desperation, anger, and penetrating craving. Their lips parted fast, and 
teeth knocked together, noses pressed against each other, hands already working at Duff's shirt, pulling it over 
his head. He let himself be stripped, but as soon as his arms were free he started on Izzy's, popping buttons 
and wrenching it down his shoulders. 


Izzy's hands shoved against his chest and they fell backwards onto the couch. Izzy was heavy, his hot weight 
on Duff's abdomen like lead. He straddled him and buried his face in his neck, biting and sucking. Duff could feel 
the bruises forming. His hands gripped Izzy's sides and dug his fingertips into the flesh there, his hands 
manhandling his back, grinding and pressing into lean muscle and burning sinew. 


Izzy's mouth traveled to his bicep and he wasted no time, hands tight on Duff's hips as he bit down. Duff 
writhed and moaned, the pain morphing into pleasure as it jolted to his dick. Izzy did it again, dragging his teeth, 


and he moaned loader, crushing Izzy's hard body against him. 
"Fuck, Izzy." 


"Yeah, say it," Izzy demanded breathlessly, coming back up to seize Duff in a rough kiss, catching his lower lip 
between his teeth. "Let me hear it." 


Duff growled and reared his hips, trying to buck him off, but Izzy was strong. He ground their hips together 
to the point of pain, hardness rubbing hardness, bone grinding against bone. His powerful fingers wrapped 
around Duffs wrists and gripped tight, holding him as if in a vise as he licked and bit his way down Duff's 


stomach. 
"Fuck, Izzy!" 
Izzy's only response was to sink his canines into Duff's hip. 


"Agh!" Sharp-pronged pleasure ripped into him, and he found his hands shooting to Izzy's head, almost tearing 
at his hair. Izzy resisted the pressure, neck straining, and bit harder, his tongue flicking the flesh between his 
teeth. Duff groaned hoarsely, Izzy's mouth inches away from his throbbing dick, pain webbing through him. 


When Izzy tore off Duff's jeans, Duff took his chance and threw him off. He landed on his back on the couch 
and Duff pounced, teeth bared. He could see Izzy, rock hard in his shorts, and he yanked them down, barely 
conscious of the button flying across the room. His boxers came down with them and he kicked them off just 
as Duff got a fistful of his dreads and jerked his head back again. The air between them crackled and snapped, 
and if Duff had ever thought that Izzy's eyes were dark before, it was nothing to what they were now. 
Almost black in the half-light, they burned like gasoline set on fire. Duff's nerve endings quivered violently, 
red-hot. He felt it in Izzy, and he felt it stirring within himself, too. In each of them, something was surfacing, 
dying to fight. 


Duff pulled Izzy close, their mouths crashing together again, and blunt nails bit into Duff's back. He knocked 
against Izzy, but he wouldn't let go, making the flesh underneath his fingertips sting as he dragged them 
downwards. Duff snarled and flew to his neck, sucking the thin tan skin there until it bloomed purple 
underneath his tongue. Izzy's moan reverberated all around him and he didn't stop, couldn't stop manhandling 
him with his mouth. The darkness inside of him was roiling, flowing over itself, spinning and frothing into a 
fury, making his body move of its own accord as he watched one of his hands reach out and wrap around 


Izzy's throat. 


"Fuck!" All at once the roaring in his ears dulled, and he seemed to fly back into his body, wrenching his hand 
away, breathing hard. "Fuck, Izzy, | can't do it.” 


"Yes you can!" Izzy seized his hand and dragged it back to his bruised neck, eyes blazing with desire, fury, and 
a love so fierce it took Duff's breath away. He shoved three of his own fingers in his mouth and pulled them 
back out, saliva falling down his chin. "Don't you fucking stop!" 


And his nails dug in again, raking, and Duff felt his wet hand travel farther down, one finger probing and then 
entering. He inhaled sharply, his hand clenching automatically, fingers pressing into the sides of Izzy's throat 


agai n. 


"That's right," Izzy rasped, his finger circling, stretching. "Give it to me." He added another, striking in deeper, 
brushing something that sent white hot streaks of lightning bolting through Duff like a tempest. And then it 


was all over. 


Duff felt himself hurtling towards the edge and then falling down, down into the swirling blackness, his hand 
tightening more, Izzy gasping for breath, a third finger finding its way in. Duff was pulled under and something 
constricted his lungs, a dark mass wrapping around him, the muscles in his arm burning as he squeezed. He 


felt it suffocating, felt it just as strongly, he thought, as Izzy, who was going pale. 


And just when he felt sure that it was going to end, that the black river was going to dash both of them 
across the rocks and break them like glass, Izzy, in one swift move, broke free, ducked under and around his 


arm, and slid into him. 


Duff gave a cry and flung his arms out, searing heat coursing through his body, the most intense sensations 
he'd ever felt spreading like wildfire over his skin. His head swam with pleasure, the column of his spine 


burning. He was full to the hilt, empty space filled by something thick and hot and throbbing. 
"Izzy!" 


Izzy kissed his jaw gently and pulled out before thrusting back in. Duff groaned, skin slick with sweat, and 
grasped behind him, and Izzy's hand found his, entwining their fingers like the entangled roots of a tree growing 
together. 


Something started to happen, and Duff felt it first as a spark, jolting through him. When Izzy withdrew and slid 
back in again, it hit stronger, and Duff gave a strangled choke of shock. Something hot was coming out of Izzy 
and into him, flowing through the connection of their bodies like electricity, slowly at first and then faster and 
faster. 


It was foreign yet familiar and Duff, with his head thrown back, saw Izzy's eyes go wide. In and out, in and out, 
he began to move steadily, like a piston, like a pump, and Duff felt his throat burn with the sounds he was 
making, heard his own voice strangled and saturated with pleasure echoing through the room. Izzy, hard and 
searing like a brand, pounding into him. His own boiling blackness rose up to meet Izzy's as it surged into him, 
and he gasped into the darkness as he felt them meet, running into each other like blood mixing, two dark 
things fusing together. 

The deeper Izzy pushed himself into Duff, the more that poured out of one of them and into the other. The 


edges of Duff's vision were going fuzzy and dark. He could feel Izzy's body shaking behind him as it moved back 
and forth, back and forth. 


And now, Duff knew. With every thrust, Izzy pounded truth into him. Drove in clarity. Impaled him with reality, 
with living, with the beauty of the Malibu surf in the sunrise, with the quiet, glittering purple of Apple Valley 
at night. Sight flew to his eyes and taste to his tongue, touch to his nerves. When Izzy moaned and gave one 
last thrust deep inside, their darkness quavered once, twice, and then exploded between them into a million 
pieces of flaming embers and light. The chamomile sea crashed over Duff and a scream was ripped from his 
throat as it yanked him off of his feet and bore him on its spitting surface, rushing through the blackness and 
into the Ganges, out the other side. 


They trembled in each other's arms, collapsing in their own sweat on the couch. Duff's heart pounded and he 
closed his eyes, pressing his own wet forehead against Izzy's, who was panting for breath. Every chain was 
broken, every cold link shattered, and all that was left was the warm pumping of their hearts in time. Duff 
could almost hear them in the air, like a set of rack toms caught in a steady rhythm. 


The darkness was gone, curled back up inside of them, each now with a piece of the other. When the ashes 
settled and their hearts had slowed to a bass, they did it again. Did it again and made love, lazily and lingeringly, 
sweeter than the summer rain that had begun to fall gently on the roof. 


The Phoenix 


Author's Notes: 
My dear CrazylnBC -- let me say again, Happy Ficmas and happy (slightly belated) birthday. It's been a joy to 


write for you and | hope you've enjoyed it as much as | have. 


Interstate 80, Nevada, June b 1994 

Somewhere along a shimmering highway in the middle of a desert, a red ‘61 Camaro was making its way 
through the sand, glinting under the noonday sun like a hot coal. The ground outside flew past, rippling and 
waving like a great golden ocean, clumpy little shrubs bobbing like seabirds on the crests. The blue-black ribbon 
of the road stretched out in front of them, iridescent in the heat. 


Duff reached over and squeezed Izzy's thigh, and Izzy, who had been caught up in his thoughts and the radio, 
jumped. 


"Whoa there," Duff chuckled, hand not moving. 

"Fuck, that scared me," Izzy grinned over at him, sliding his hands down the sides of the wheel. 

"Sorry" Duff squeezed again, a little closer to his package this time. 

Izzy squirmed. "Look, I'm all for trying out car sex, but no jizzing on the seats, okay, love?" 

"Okay." 

Izzy took a curve in the road without so much as tapping the brake and Duff removed his hand, pulling the 
Mexican blanket off his lap under the bright sunlight flooding the car. The farther away they got from Fernley 
the fuzzier the radio station became, until Izzy reached over and flicked it off. 

"So did you call Ax?" 

"Yeah, at the payphone while you were inside," Duff said, tucking the now-folded blanket under his seat: 
"And? What'd he say?" 


"He, uh.. he didn't seem surprised. But he's not happy, Izzy." 


"Yeah, well, he doesn't like it when people in his band wander off from under his surveillance." 


“Still holding onto that?" 

Izzy shook his head, half smiling. "I'm just kidding, really. Light me a cigarette, would you?" 

Duff reached into the side pocket, fumbling around for a lighter. "I think he misses you." 

Izzy gave a little shrug. "Maybe he does, but he'll never call me and admit it." 

"So what?" Duff asked, lighting up. "That's just it?" 

"No, that's not it. Nothing is ever it when it comes to the two of us," Izzy held open his mouth for the 
cigarette that Duff stuck between his lips. "I'll call him when we get back. We'll make peace someday. | don't 
know when, but we will" 

"And when are we getting back?" 

"| don't know," Izzy laughed. "Whenever | decide | feel like calling Axl" 

"That could be never." 

“That's true." 

Fine by me." 

Duff stretched out his legs in front of him and sighed contentedly, skin warm in the sunlight, rolling down the 
window to let their smoke escape out into the air. The hot wind blew into the car, pushing his hair back from 
his face. The Camaro and its cargo of guitars, pillows, blankets, and duffel bags rose and fell with the road, 
Izzy's fingers tapping the wheel, which Duff watched with interest. 

"You've got nice hands, Iz." 

"Yeah? You like ‘em now that you've felt ‘em, huh?" 

Duff punched him lightly in the shoulder. "Fucker." 

"Only for you," Izzy grinned. 

"I do, though, you're right.” 

Izzy, holding his cigarette in his mouth, reached over and grabbed Duff's hand, lacing their fingers together. His 
skin was rough and warm, and Duff leaned into his touch across the console, briefly pressing his nose into 


Izzy's upper arm. When he leaned back, Izzy was smiling, eyes still on the road. Duff's gaze traced down his 
jawline to his neck. Blotches of dark purple peeked just above his collar. Duff tugged his hand loose and ran a 


thumb over them. 

"You should have picked up some arnica at your weird little apothecary store where you got the tea" 

"And why would | have done that?" Izzy tilted his head slightly, giving Duff's fingers better access. "They can 
stay there forever, as far as I'm concerned. | almost wish they would. Maybe we should stop in Winnemucca 
so | can get them inked" 


"Don't think that's a great idea" 


Izzy shrugged again, still smiling. Duff let his hand stay where it was, stroking the warm column of Izzy's 
throat as he drove. 


"What | should've gotten when | got the tea was a notebook" 
"Christ, the one you have isn't enough already?" 

"No," Izzy shook his head. "It's filled up. Cover to cover." 

"Oh yeah? When'd you use the last page?" 

"Last night" 

"How long've you had that one?" 

Izzy squinted into the sun. "I believe the first entry is on May twenty-second, nineteen ninety three." 
Duff thought for a moment and then glanced at him. "Funny." 
"What's even fumier is that I'm serious." 

"Full circle, huh?" 

"Aint no such thing," Izzy laughed. "Just up and down" 


"Maybe instead of tattoos in Winnemucca we can get you a new one. And I'll buy you a fountain pen to go with 


it as a wedding present,” Duff nudged him, winking. 
‘Oh, you do know the way to my heart." 
Duff grinned and pulled on his cigarette. 


"| called Matt, too." 


"Oh yeah? What'd he say?" 

"Well," Duff said, "he said he was surprised to hear from me, guess he thought | was still flat on my back. He 
said he'd been meaning to come up and check on me. Said thanks for giving him a heads up, ‘cause there'd been 
no point now." 

"Nothing like checking up on the health of an empty house," Izzy agreed. 

"Anyway, he said that he's been talking to Steve Stevens." 

Izzy threw his head back and laughed. "Oh, my god." 

"| know." 

"Well, looks like you've got yourself a new project" 

"Don't jump that gun" 

"Just don't drag me into it and | won't." 

| wouldn't dream of it. tm not sharing you." 

"l'm not complaining." 


Duff intertwined their fingers again 


"Duff," Izzy said, stroking his hand with his thumb absentmindedly, "I don't know why you're worried about me 


running off and leaving you. | should be the one worried about you running off and leaving me." 
"Nah." 


"Yeah," Izzy insisted. "You'll run off on another two year tour, whether it's with Guns or someone else, and l'll 


just be sitting at home like the old man | am" 
"Pretty hot for an old man" 
"Uh huh." 


"Hey," Duff tugged gently on his arm, "look, you're in my blood now. l'm never gonna be apart from you again. 


Not really apart, ever." 


"And you'll always come back?" 


"Always, Iz" 

The corners of Izzy's mouth turned up again. "So what now?" 

"As long as it's with you," Duff stubbed out his cigarette, "I couldn't care less." 
"Darlin," Izzy smiled, "I'll take you anywhere you want to go." 


Sitting on top of the dashboard between them, taped down against the wind with a piece of Scotch, was a 
withered little yellow flower. Its petals, curled and dry, seemed to open to the sun. As Izzy pointed the car 
down into a valley, the little flower didn't fade but seemed to glow even brighter, the memory of a fight on a 


spring night in Seattle and one more bridge burnt as strong as the cool blue shadows around them. 


Duff closed his eyes and smiled to himself. Everything, when it comes right down to it, is really just a series 
of chances. Either you drive south or you don't. Either you call the guy from the phone booth back or you 
don't. You join the band or you don't, you play the clubs or you don't, you sign the contract or you don't. 


Seemed like you had to either come to Seattle or leave Seattle if you wanted to find anything at all, so Duff 
didn't mind the feeling of the cedar house shrinking miles behind him into the distance. He'd be back someday. 
What he had come back to find in the first place had already been far behind him, lost somewhere between 
the sofa cushions in a shitty apartment at the bottom of a vodka bottle a million years ago. 


Love is a funny thing. It opens our eyes, awakens our senses. It makes us get up every morning with a new 
sense of vitality, with a new spark in the air. And, better, it makes us grab onto life with a sudden fierceness 
of desire that we didn't know we had. It gives us a reason to fight, to hold on, to grab at existence with every 
ounce of our strength. We fall down, face ourselves in the valley, and lay our souls bare in the darkness 
because now we know that we have the strength to pull ourselves over the horizon the next morning. And so 
we rise and fall, each day a little stronger, each night a little truer, breathing and stretching and growing until 
the day comes that we put ourselves back into the earth. 


Somewhere, there's a tree with wet green branches glistening for us under the sunrise. And when the day 
comes that we've burnt all our bridges and set fire to who we thought we were, we'll break through our own 


skin and climb out, spreading our wings to the new dawn, ready to take on the world one more time. 


And so hand in hand they drove through the valley and flew up the crest of the hill, out into the sunlight and 


into a new life. 


The End 


